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Swedish immigrant turned United States citizen August (Gust) Akerlund captured 
Cokato’s history through his photography from 1902-1950. Today, Akerlund’s photography 
studio and 14,019 negative collection are preserved due to the care of Akerlund’s family, the 
staff of the Cokato Museum, and the community of Cokato. Although Akerlund’s collection and 
studio provides a window into Cokato’s past, the few published works that mention Cokato do 
not utilize both Akerlund’s life and his photographs as complementary sources. This thesis is an 
attempt to rectify this neglect by using Akerlund’s resources (including his photographs, life 
story, and studio) to question the popular perception of small rural American communities like 
Cokato as secluded, unified, and homogeneous. In the process, this work will highlight 
Akerlund’s contributions to the region and enrich in our understanding of Cokato’s dynamic. In 
doing so, Akerlund shows how individuals, like himself, advanced urban influence on rural 
Cokato through their early fascination with photography, radios, automobiles, agricultural 
developments and industrial technology. In addition, Akerlund’s perspective and photographs 
both reinforce and complicate Cokato’s general identity as a primarily Northern European 
Protestant, Swedish, Norwegian, Finnish, and Old-Stock American ethnic and religious 
background. Finally, he reveals how the ideologies of Cokato’s most dominant ethnicities, 





























Completing this thesis would not be possible without the support and assistance of a 
number of individuals. First, thank you to my thesis committee, Dr. Robert Galler, Dr. Mary 
Wingerd, and Professor Peter Happel Christian for their time and effort; to my professors Dr. 
Mary Wingerd, Dr. Robert Galler, and my other professors for guiding and inspiring me 
throughout the Public History program; to my colleague and mentor Mike Worcester for helping 
me with my research and questions; to my mom for editing and reading all of those drafts; to the 
Goodhue County, Clay County, and Dassel Area Historical Societies for providing me sources 
and research material; to Ann Anderson for patiently answering all of my questions on the thesis 
process; and to my friends and family who encouraged me throughout this whole endeavor. 
 
Finally, I would like to thank the family of August (Gust), Esther, and Edward (Ted) 
Akerlund, the City of Cokato, the Cokato Historical Society and Museum, and all those who 
aided in the preservation of Gust Akerlund’s family history and studio. Without their hard work 



























Table of Contents 
 
 
List of Tables ...............................................................................................................................6 
 
List of Figures..............................................................................................................................7 
 
Introduction .................................................................................................................................9  
 
Chapter 1.  Technology: Instigator of Change in Cokato ......................................................28 
 
The Influence of Photography:  
Akerlund, His Studio, and His Photographs............................................29 
 
Automobiles and Radios..........................................................................44 
 
Agriculture and Industry..........................................................................54 
 
Chapter 2. Distinctly Diverse: Ethnicity and Religion of 1860-1920 Cokato ......................61  
Ethnic Factors ..........................................................................................62 
 
Religious and Ethnic Diversity................................................................74 
 
Chapter 3. Americanization: The Evolution of Identity and Values.....................................88  
  Religious Significance.............................................................................88 
   
  Religion Transition to English.................................................................94 
 
  Ethnic Diversity and Assimilation...........................................................99 
   
Chapter 4.  Conflict in Harmony:  
 Cokato’s Perspectives on the National Wet or Dry Debate.................................115 
 
Pioneers and Liquor.................................................................................116 
 




The Battle Over the Vote.........................................................................133 
 























































List of Tables  
 
 
3.1 Cokato Population, 1870-1950 ........................................................................................108 
 
4.1 Local Option Elections in Cokato ...................................................................................123 
 































List of Figures 
 
 
1.1 Johanna Ellison, Gust Akerlund glass plate negative, February 3, 2017 ........................31 
 
1.2 Johanna Ellison, Akerlund’s personal cameras, May 18, 2017.......................................35  
 
1.3 Johanna Ellison, Interior of Gust Akerlund Studio, May 18, 2017 .................................36 
 
1.4 Johanna Ellison, Akerlund’s ANSCO camera, May 18, 2017 ........................................38 
 
1.5 Johanna Ellison, Akerlund’s photograph editing equipment,  
 February 3, 2017..............................................................................................................39 
 
1.6 Johanna Ellison, Gust Akerlund’s contact printer and dark room,  
 February 3, 2017..............................................................................................................40 
 
1.7 Johanna Ellison, Gust Akerlund’s chemical trays and dark room,  
 May 18, 2017...................................................................................................................41 
 
1.8 August Akerlund, Audrey (Ryti) Tack and family, November 1941..............................43 
 
1.9 August Akerlund, Street work with horse, circa 1905 ....................................................45 
 
1.10 Axel Ahlstrom, Akerlund in his 1903 automobile, circa 1903........................................47 
 
1.11 August Akerlund, Radio Salesman, 1924........................................................................49 
 
1.12  Johanna Ellison, Akerlund radio, February 3, 2017 ........................................................52 
 
1.13 August Akerlund, Barn on Titrud Farm, before 1920 .....................................................55 
 
1.14 August Akerlund, Cokato Canning Factory and employees, circa 1900.........................58 
 
1.15 August Akerlund, Northland Canning Company and employees, 1924 .........................59 
 
2.1 August Akerlund, Self-Portrait of August (Gust) Akerlund, 1922..................................70  
  
2.2 Cokato Museum, Modified “Ethnic Settlement Areas” display map. .............................76 
 
2.3 August Akerlund, Stockholm Lutheran Church, circa 1910 ...........................................78 
 
2.4 August Akerlund, Gospel Serenaders Band, circa 1920s................................................82 
 





2.6 August Akerlund, Larry, Joe, and Hjalmer Hendrickson, circa 1928 .............................86 
 
3.1 August Akerlund, Baptist Sunday School and teachers, circa 1920s..............................89 
 
3.2 August Akerlund, Cokato Lutheran Church Ladies Aid, circa 1920s.............................91 
 
3.3 August Akerlund, Elim Mission Church confirmation class, 1943.................................92 
 
3.4 August Akerlund, Evangelical Lutheran Church Interior, date unknown.......................95 
 
3.5 August Akerlund, Vacation Bible School at the Swedish Baptist Church,  
 mid 1920s ........................................................................................................................97 
 
3.6 August Akerlund, Unidentified woman in Swedish dress, circa 1920............................100 
 
3.7 August Akerlund, Unidentified man, circa 1920s ...........................................................103 
 
3.8 August Akerlund, Unidentified family, circa 1920s........................................................103 
 
3.9 August Akerlund, Akerlund family, circa early 1940s....................................................106 
 
3.10 August Akerlund, Unidentified children, circa early 1930s............................................108 
 
3.11 August Akerlund, Cokato co-ops employees, 1935 ........................................................109 
 
3.12 August Akerlund, Unidentified man, circa 1940.............................................................112 
 
4.1 August Akerlund, Reverend John A. Levine and family, circa 1903..............................122 
 
4.2 August Akerlund, Peter Calgren’s saloon, 1905 .............................................................126 
 
4.3 Mike Worcester, Akerlund Studio foundation restoration, April 2008...........................129 
 
4.4 August Akerlund, Peter Stevenson and his wife at home, date unknown .......................131 
 
4.5 August Akerlund, School children in front of city hall, March 1912..............................133 
 










Looks can be deceiving. To the driver passing by on United States Highway 12, the city 
of Cokato, Minnesota, and its township are just another slice of Midwestern Americana. Like 
many communities in rural Minnesota, Cokato was originally based in agriculture. The railroad, 
completed to Cokato in 1869, helped connect the unincorporated settlement to a national market 
for their agricultural growth.1 Predominantly descended from northern European Protestants, 
Cokato is a one-stoplight city of 2,747 residents.2 Its once bustling main street now sits quietly 
tucked away from the highway. More than one family can trace their roots to this community’s 
earliest immigrant settlers. In Cokato, people meet every morning for coffee at their usual spots, 
solving the world’s problems, reminiscing about the “good old days,” and arguing how events 
“really happened.” On the surface, Cokato’s history parallels the quintessential small town and 
rural ethos romanticized by popular American culture. This rosy image is promoted by some of 
Cokato’s residents who, like many Americans, tend to blend history and nostalgia. This fluid 
fictionalization of a small rural community is refuted by multiple scholars, and is broadly defined 
as a place sheltered from the “outside world,” where residents look, act, and think alike.3 
Urbanization threatens these communities, leading to the demise of many Minnesota small towns 
since the early twentieth century.4 Aside from its apple pie appearance, Cokato’s history is more 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Cokato Museum Staff, “Cokato Railroad Depot--Timeline,” label written for the Cokato Museum Railroad exhibit, 
Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. 
2 Minnesota State Demographic Center, “PopFinder for Cities and Townships, Wright County, Cokato City, 2015,” 
Minnesota State Demographic Center and Department of Administration, accessed January 11, 2016, 
https://mn.gov/admin/demography/data-by-topic/population-data/our-estimates/pop-finder2.jsp. 
3 Richard O. Davies, et al., A Place Called Home: Writings on the Midwestern Small Town, ed. Richard O. Davies, 
Joseph A. Amato, and David R. Pichaske (St. Paul, MN: Minnesota Historical Society, 2003) 16.; Ryan Poll, Main 
Street and Empire: The Fictional Small Town in the Age of Globalization (New Brunswick, New Jersey: Rutgers 
University Press, 2012) 3.	  





complex and conflicted than its exterior; an intricacy captured by the long-time proprietor of 
Cokato’s own unique historical jewel. 
This gem hides in plain sight on the corner of 4th Street West and Broadway Avenue 
South, Cokato’s “Main Street.” Its façade is a nondescript building with white siding and green 
trim, easily missed by disinterested passersby. Those whose curiosity it momentarily piques 
quickly catalogue it as another abandoned building, commonplace in many rural downtowns. 
Like the cliché, the beauty and wealth of this building lies within. Encased inside that plain 
exterior is an early twentieth century studio frozen in time. This rough jewel is the studio of 
photographer August Bernard (Gust) Akerlund, a Swedish immigrant whose lens captured the 
history of Cokato and the surrounding region from 1902-1950, an era marking the beginning of 
the end of many small rural communities.5 Akerlund’s life story provides insight not only into 
rural Americana, but the daily activities of small village photographers, immigrants, and small 
town residents across the state. 6  His building is only one of three photography studios on the 
National Register of Historic Places, and the only one whose interior remains true to its main 
proprietor and his purpose.7  
In 1984, the Akerlund family presented the studio and Akerlund’s extensive 14,019 
negative collection to the Cokato Museum.8 The negative collection is comprised of 11,552 glass 
plates, 1,947 acetates and 520 nitrates.9 The sheer volume of glass plates makes the Akerlund 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 Poll, Main Street and Empire, 71. 
6 Gust Akerlund, Akerlund Image Collection, 1902-1950, Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. The latest negative that can 
be dated is of the first Cokato Corn Carnival, which took place in August 1950.  
7 United States Department of the Interior and National Park Service, “National Register of Historic Places,” 
National Register of Historic Places, accessed July 1, 2015, https://www.nps.gov/nr. It is possible more have been 
added since. 
8 “Akerlund Studio is Deeded to City, Will be Restored,” Cokato Enterprise, December 19, 1984, 1-2. 
9 Cokato Museum Staff, “Attachment A: Akerlund Negative Collection Scanned Log,” Museum Archives, Cokato 





collection, to the Cokato Museum’s best knowledge, one of the largest glass plate collections 
from a single photographer in a Minnesota museum.  
As a public historian and staff member of the Cokato Museum and Akerlund Studio, I 
find Akerlund’s negatives to be an invaluable source in the documentation and illustration of 
Cokato’s history. His negatives enable staff members to put faces to the names, a feat that 
humanizes Cokato’s history to the public. More importantly, the images and studio connect 
people to the past, people whose roots are linked to the community and whose relatives walked 
the streets captured by Akerlund’s lens and posed on a chair that even now resides in his studio. 
Although precious few of Akerlund’s subjects are alive today, the remaining number can still 
recreate their Akerlund photograph--sitting in the same studio and chair they did originally over 
sixty years ago. This opportunity exists because his family preserved not only the building but 
also Akerlund’s furnishings and equipment. As a result, the public can view Akerlund’s cameras; 
posing, dark, and dressing rooms; and his developing and printing equipment. Each room and 
piece provides a visual and physical representation of the fading art and knowledge of early 
twentieth-century photography.  
The trifecta of Akerlund’s studio, negative collection, and the life of the photographer 
himself provides illustrative insight not only into the history and nature of Cokato and its people, 
but into rural America. More specifically, this thesis is a launch pad, initiating the evaluation of 
Akerlund’s contributions to Cokato’s history, which question the sheltered, harmonious, and 
homogeneous rural persona rooted in American heritage. Analysis reveals individuals, such as 
Akerlund, encouraged the increasing urban influence on rural Cokato through their personal 
interests in early photography, radio, automobiles, agricultural developments, and industrial 





Protestant identity of Cokato, showing a layered and complex ethnic and religious dynamic 
which in time morphed into a more assimilated “Americanized” culture. Finally, Akerlund’s 
experiences and images emphasize the dissension between the pro-liquor faction and the 
dominating anti-alcohol ideology of Cokato’s Swedish, Norwegian, Finnish, Old-Stock 
American, and Protestant residents, which for many decades sealed Cokato’s character as 
conservative and dry.  
Using Akerlund’s photographs as historical documents throughout the thesis provides 
insight not only into the life of Cokato and its people, but also into the photographer. Among 
photographers and historians, his photographs provide and represent different meanings and 
purposes. Former visionary director of photography at the Museum of Modern Art, John 
Szarkowski’s view is that a photograph embodies a “mirror—a romantic expression for the 
photographer’s sensibility as it projects itself on the thing and signs of this world; or a window—
through which the exterior world is explored in all its presence and reality.”10 No photograph in 
and of itself is purely one or the other; therefore it is up to the viewer and the photographer “to 
find a personally satisfactory resolution of the contesting claims of recalcitrant facts and the will 
to form.”11 According to historians James West Davidson and Mark Hamilton Lytle, contrary to 
early beliefs that a photograph was the “mirror of reality,” or a “mirror with a memory,” it is 
apparent that the limitations of the lens, photography process, and technology are more 
“selected” and “manipulated” than one might first believe.12 Historians, like James Curtis would 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 Museum of Modern Art, press review of Mirrors and Windows: American Photography since 1960, by John 
Szarkowski, Museum of Modern Art (July 26, 1978): 2. 
11 Museum of Modern Art, press review of Mirrors and Windows, 3.	  
12 James West Davidson and Mark Hamilton Lytle, “The Mirror with a Memory,”After the Fact the Art of Historical 





agree that precautions must be made in using photographs as resources.13 According to Curtis, in 
order to use a photograph as a historical document, historians must approach photographs with 
the same discretion they do written sources. Examining how a photograph is taken, processed, 
and manipulated helps to determine the photograph’s context and influence its meaning.14  
Large glass-plate negative collections like Akerlund’s are very rare in Minnesota, but the 
few that exist provide a more comprehensive assessment of the photographer’s personalized 
style, role, and capability. For example, the former Clay County Historical Society exhibit 
booklet that featured photographer Sylvester P. Wange reveals, when compared to Akerlund’s 
collection, important similarities and differences between the two photographers.15  Wange 
documented Hawley, Minnesota, from 1893-1940, amassing a collection of over 13,700 
negatives.16  According to his collection inventory, Wange primarily stuck to portrait 
photography, with approximately 12,000 of his photographs featuring families and studio 
portraits.17 Wange’s 1,700 non-portraits are businesses, accidents, and events. Akerlund’s 
collection is also portrait heavy and includes approximately 1,957 non-portraits of downtown 
scenes, businesses, accidents, gatherings, churches, and political rallies.18 This supports that 
professional photographers in separate communities shared similar responsibilities, meeting 
common demands of different people.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 James Curtis, “Making Sense of Documentary Photography,” History Matters: The US Survey Course on the Web, 
June 2003, 2, accessed November 12, 2015. http://historymatters.gmu.edu/mse/Photos/  
14 Curtis, “Making Sense of Documentary Photography,” 2. 
15 Staff of the Historical and Cultural Society of Clay County, “39 S. P. Wange and Nice Northern, about 1900,” 
Photo Labels Numbered For Booklet With Thumbs.doc (Moorhead, MN: Historical and Cultural Society of Clay 
County, 2009). 
16 Mark Peihl, e-mail message to Johanna Ellison, July 10, 2015. Archivist of the Historical and Cultural Society of 
Clay County, Moorhead, MN. 
17 Ibid. 





These two collections also reflect the general national nature of studio photography at 
that time. Both photographers took “fun” candid photographs, deviating at times from the stiff 
formal poses that Wange’s neighboring Moorhead photographer O. E. Flaten favored.19 This 
deviation from formality allowed Wange and Akerlund to capture not only the people, but their 
personalities and character as well. Like Akerlund, Wange took photographs of subjects he liked; 
one of his self-portraits features him holding a fish he caught.20 Akerlund’s outside interests, on 
the other hand, revolved around radios and automobiles, which is reflected in a few of his 
photographs.21  
Aside from showing the character of a photographer and a community, collections like 
Akerlund’s and Walter C. Schneider capture change. Lucian Niemeyer’s Images of a Vanished 
Era, 1898-1924 The Photographs of Walter C. Schneider uses over one hundred photographs, a 
portion of a larger collection by photographer Walter Schneider, to offer a nostalgic insight into 
what Niemeyer calls America’s “era of innocence.”22 Working as a photographer, Schneider 
recorded mostly non-portraits in Kankakee, Illinois from 1898-1924. Although Schneider’s 
photographs divulge life in a small community, Akerlund’s career and collection transcend 
Schneider’s, covering the life of a village up to 1950. When compared to Schneider’s selected 
work, Akerlund’s photographs and life reveal that Kankakee and Cokato are two distinct 
communities with very broad similarities. Akerlund’s photographs show Cokato as a farming 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19 Mark Peihl, e-mail message to Johanna Ellison, July 10, 2015. Archivist of the Historical and Cultural Society of 
Clay County, Moorhead, MN. 
20 Staff of the Historical and Cultural Society of Clay County, “39 S. P. Wange and Nice Northern, about 1900,” 
Photo Labels Numbered For Booklet With Thumbs.doc (Moorhead, MN: Historical and Cultural Society of Clay 
County, 2009), 13.  
21 "Hunt and Poke," Cokato Enterprise, July 4, 1935: 4. 
22 Lucian Niemeyer, ed, Images of a Vanished Era, 1898-1924 The Photographs of Walter C. Schneider (Columbia: 





community with business districts generally like Kankakee.23 Schneider’s collection reveals, as 
Akerlund’s does for Cokato, Kankakee’s transition from farms to industry, horses to 
automobiles, as well as different races and classes. 24 Schneider’s photographs celebrate 
Kankakee’s different business economy than Cokato, portraying Kankakee as a farm and mining 
town with a business district and industries such as a brewery.25 By contrast, Cokato did not have 
mining and, though it had saloons, Akerlund’s photographs do not show a brewery. Akerlund’s 
collection is also primarily comprised of portraits while Schneider’s collection is more informal 
street scenes from day-to-day life in Kankakee and his travels in America and abroad.26 In 
addition, unlike Niemeyer’s use of Schneider’s photographs to portray America’s “innocence,” 
however, my analysis will use Akerlund’s photographs to complicate this illusion. 
The static nostalgic American view of a small community defines a town as homogenous 
and isolated, when in reality towns are subjected to constant change and diversity. In A Place 
Called Home: Writings on the Midwestern Small Town, the editors distinguish fictional 
portrayals of rural communities from history by comparing the evolution of small Midwestern 
communities described in literature, poems, and historical works.27 The editors confirm that 
small towns and rural communities are more complex than what is commonly perceived when 
they state “Although outward appearances gave every indication that the Midwestern town was 
homogenous in its racial and ethnic composition and that its citizenry was unified in what 
everyone called the ‘middle class,’ closer examination reveals that such was not the case.”28 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23 Gust Akerlund, Akerlund Image Collection, 1902-1950, Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. 
24 Niemeyer, Images of a Vanished Era, ix. 
25 Ibid., 43, 53. 
26 Ibid., ix, 10. 
27 Richard O. Davies, Joseph A. Amato, and David R. Pichaske, A Place Called Home: Writings on the Midwestern 
Small Town, ed. Richard O. Davies, Joseph A. Amato, and David R. Pichaske (St. Paul, MN: Minnesota Historical 
Society, 2003).	  





Human memory’s distortion of history is also discussed in A Place Called Home’s introduction 
to Sherwood Anderson’s except “Poor White.”29 According to the text, “It’s also human nature 
to imagine the past as safer, healthier, saner, and more comfortable than the disillusioning 
present or the uncertain future. The small town, because it embodies certain social and ethical 
values, is often subject to such romanticization.”30 A version of this modified memory is also 
discussed in David Lowenthal’s The Heritage Crusade and the Spoils of History, in which 
Lowenthal claims that memory twists history to its own design, forming a heritage based on 
more fiction than fact.31  
Ryan Poll argues in Main Street and Empire: The Fictional Small Town in the Age of 
Globalization how the characteristics and history of an actual small town are often buried by the 
American fantasy version of a “small town.” Throughout his book, Poll does an extensive 
examination of the perspectives and theories of the American “small town” using multitudes of 
relevant literature and historical works. Poll identifies people’s flawed perception of the 
characteristics of a small town as fiction, and discusses its absorption into America’s heritage. As 
such, Poll argues quintessential small towns have become an “ideological nation form rather than 
a real, material place and practice.” He continues by stating this concept of small towns is “a 
central form of U.S. exceptionalism that imagines the nation as autonomous, contained, and 
innocent island community” and yet is “central to the development of U.S. empire and 
capitalism.”32 Together, Davies, Amato, and Pichaske and Poll’s theories expose the problematic 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29 Sherwood Anderson, “Poor White,” A Place Called Home Writings on the Midwestern Small Town, ed. Richard 
O. Davies, Joseph A. Amato, and David R. Pichaske (St. Paul, MN: Minnesota Historical Society, 2003), 171. 
30 Anderson, “Poor White,” 171. 
31 David Lowenthal, The Heritage Crusade and the Spoils of History, (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 
1968), 127-128. 
32	  Ryan Poll, Main Street and Empire: The Fictional Small Town in the Age of Globalization (New Brunswick, New 





“American vision” of a small town as sheltered, united, and uniform, showing the reality is these 
small communities are more complex, diverse, and controversial than this fanciful account.  
There is no consensus on the size and category of small towns. The Americanized 
characterization of a small town, challenged by Akerlund’s life and photographs, is ambiguous 
and convoluted at best, enabling people to define little cities, initially referred to as villages, like 
Cokato as a small town.33 Technically, this inclusion is incorrect, as the city of Cokato has not 
been a town since its incorporation, although it sits within Cokato Township.34 Still, according to 
the 1910-1940 United State Census, Cokato during Akerlund’s time was rural.35 David Russo in 
American Towns An Interpretive History agrees with this assessment, claiming towns are “small 
local communities” and what constitutes as “small” or “local” has changed through the centuries 
according to social and governmental definitions.36 Through the centuries, Russo argues, “The 
overall character of life in the towns gradually became indistinguishable from that of the cities, 
though smaller in scale, range, and variety.”37 Therefore, the diluted Americana perception of a 
small town pertains also to a small rural city such as Cokato.  
C. E. Bishop’s article “The Urbanization of Rural America: Implications for Agricultural 
Economics” discusses the urban influence on the advancement of agricultural communities, like 
Cokato.38 Bishop’s defines early farm communities as “self-sufficient” and “locally based,” 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
33 League of Minnesota Cities, "How Cities Differ from Towns/Townships," League of Minnesota Cities, 2017, 
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going on to say that such communities have all but disappeared by the 1960s.39 Bishop credits 
the evolution of farm technology for creating this change, as communities “must undergo 
structural changes if they are to provide services made possible by improvements in 
technology.”40 In addition, some rural towns, according to Bishop, will lose their identity in the 
process, alluding to the Americanization. Still, Bishop considers “urban” a description of both 
rural areas as well as big cities, inferring that communities, such as Cokato during Akerlund’s 
era, did not resist technological advancement.41  
Using Akerlund and Cokato as a case study with broader, outside themes is the type of 
local history emphasized by Joseph Amato in his book, Rethinking Home: A Case for Writing 
Local History.42 According to Amato, local history has the ability to “provide a natural link 
between immediate experience and general history.”43 In addition, the history of every place is 
unique, as what one person perceives and experiences always varies compared to another, and 
therefore is worth telling. More specifically, Amato states that each rural community is 
exceptional in race, class, religion, and gender and expands on how environmental, 
technological, and emotional aspects also helped create an individual character of a place. As 
reflected in Akerlund’s photographs, Cokato’s identity was influenced by the growth of 
mechanization, enabling its people to better connect with ideas and technology outside of the 
community. Amato recognizes technology as an entity that will “disrupt, alter, and transform 
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rural life.”44 He states that technology encouraged consumerism and urbanization, “diminish[ing] 
the social and cultural primacy of local communities.”45  
Aside from a few published summaries of Akerlund’s work and life, little is written about 
Akerlund and his documentation of Cokato’s history. The local newspaper and historical society 
have published a few articles on Akerlund, portraying him as a popular member of the 
community interested in photography, automobiles, and radios.46 Anne Gillespie Lewis mentions 
Akerlund as an example of a Swedish immigrant in her book Swedes In Minnesota: The People 
of Minnesota depicting Akerlund as an “artist,” documenting Cokato’s history through a 
“treasure trove” of negatives. She, however, does not discuss the content of these photographs, 
even though Akerlund’s photographs contribute to Lewis’ work, providing a visual case study of 
Swedes’ selective Americanization and religious and ethnic influence on Cokato.  As it is, Lewis 
claims, without using Akerlund’s photographs, that similar to the Finns, Swedish immigrants 
adapted to American dress, but were slower to accept American culture and language. Overall, 
Lewis’ Swedes in Minnesota gives a broad history of Swedes in Minnesota, personifying Cokato 
as a location Swedes settled due to the village being situated along a railroad.47  
While numerous works address diversity, most, like Lewis, focus on a single ethnic 
group. Arnold R. Alanen’s Finns in Minnesota: The People of Minnesota and editor Hans R. 
Wasastjerna’s History of the Finns in Minnesota delve into the early history of Cokato and 
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Minnesota’s Finns.48 Alanen emphasizes Cokato’s importance in the history of Minnesota’s 
Finns when he credits Cokato as the second Finnish settlement in Minnesota and the first to 
establish a Laestadian Lutheran church.49 In contrast, Wasastjerna acknowledges Cokato as the 
first Finnish settlement in Wright County, and also goes into more detail about the lives of 
Cokato’s early Finnish settlers and their farms and particular crops.50 Both authors, particularly 
Wasastjerna, describe Cokato’s Finns as having strong ethnic ties to Finnish traditions and 
identity. For example, Wasastjerna mentions the Cokato Finns’ continued practice of the Finnish 
sauna and the formation of the Finnish Temperance Society as their attempt to preserve the 
Finnish culture.51 Alanen, in addition, implies Cokato’s Finns held on to their identity since the 
majority of them were Laestadian, a faith whose parishioners tended to form their own “Spartan” 
communities in remote areas.52 Although both books are well researched and a great resource for 
background on a few of Akerlund’s photographs, Cokato is comprised of more than just one 
ethnic group. These resources do help, however, to validate what Akerlund’s photographs 
portray, that Cokato’s ethnic dynamic is much more complex than the popular fictionalized 
version of a small village.  
General Minnesota histories, such as those written by William Folwell, Theodore Blegen, 
and Theodore Christianson, either ignore or provide limited attention to Cokato and small rural 
communities generally. 53  Folwell, Christianson, and Blegen focus instead on progressive 
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themes of economic growth such as the impact of technology, politics, and immigration on large 
cities. Folwell and Christianson concentrate on Minnesota’s late nineteenth century and barely 
overlap the time in which Akerlund lived in Cokato. They personify Minnesota as a white, 
wealthy, male-dominated community, focusing primarily on politicians and affluent white men 
tied to large industry.54 Blegen and Folwell mention small towns by name only if they housed a 
major event or industry like mining.55 Although these general histories focus on the complicated 
histories of Minnesota’s main cities, they fail to delve into the diversity and complexities of rural 
communities.  
Typically, agricultural areas like Cokato are generalized as a whole, authors Folwell, 
Blegen, and Christianson referring to state and nationwide agricultural events, crops, and 
technologies instead of the experiences and make-up of farm communities.56 Christianson 
discusses the evolution of farming in the 1870s, describing it as a change from an “economic unit 
to an economic system,” neglecting to show how it influenced any specific farming 
communities.57 He acknowledges technology’s influence on farm communities, stating that even 
in the 1870s, “days of isolation and self-sufficiency were gone,” which is contrary to A Place 
Called Home’s suggestion that this began in the 20th century.58  Christianson also references 
Cokato in relation to one of its banks, and through the biographies of its first presidents.59 Little 
is said about the makeup of individual rural communities in general, but Blegen, whose book 
covers Minnesota from its geological origins through the 1970s, notes the eventual, and still 
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generalized, transformation of rural Minnesota.60 In fact, Blegen celebrates how Minnesota 
mirrored America’s growth from the “traditional” rural America to the “urban and industrial,” 
stating that by the 1960s the factory was becoming more popular than the barn and that two-
thirds of Minnesotans lived in urban areas.61  
Franklyn Curtiss-Wedge’s History of Wright County Minnesota provides a general 
history of events, churches, topography, politics, and people of Cokato before 1915.62 Unlike 
Blegen and Folwell, Curtiss-Wedge includes some biographies of local farmers and residents 
who influenced Cokato’s growth.63 As the individuals and the families primarily compiled the 
biographies themselves the featured Cokato residents and their accomplishments are portrayed as 
they see them and themselves personally.64 Still Akerlund’s photographs feature a greater variety 
of Cokato’s residents than Curtiss-Wedge mentions. Curtiss-Wedge also discusses the origins of 
major businesses, churches, and co-ops in Cokato, providing background on places captured in 
Akerlund’s photographs.65  
Although Carlton R. Lee uses multiple sources, he and the Cokato Museum Staff’s 2003 
publication of Cokato’s First Century, 1878-1978 With A New Chapter Covering 1979-2003 
reveals the author’s nostalgia about growing up in Cokato, creating a romantic history and a 
more innocent perspective of community life. One example of his “rosy” view of Cokato is when 
Lee claimed “There was no discussion about divorce, because there was virtually no such thing 
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in those days, except in the cities.”66 Lee also implies that Cokato has little ethnic and religious 
variation from its primary Swedish, Norwegian, Finnish, and Old-Stock American ethnic groups 
and the Protestant churches based in town.67 Lee does infer that each of these ethnic groups 
identified themselves as distinct from one another for a time by using stories like a bar fight 
featuring Scandinavians verses Yankees to allude to this ethnic separation.68 Although Lee’s 
stories, such as the ethnic-based fight, imply ethnic diversity, Akerlund’s photographs enhance 
Lee’s portrayal, revealing a deeper ethnic dynamic that evolves into eventual Americanization. 
In addition, although Lee identifies the ethnic groups that founded each of Cokato’s churches, he 
does not discuss how the churches’ histories illustrate the assimilation of these parishes and 
ethnic groups into American culture.69 Also, he only focuses on congregations found in town, 
disregarding the churches in the township, which aren’t mentioned until the 1970s.70  
Lee and the Cokato Museum staff’s book is one of the few that uses a selection of 
Akerlund’s photographs, although Lee mostly employs images that confirm his homogeneous 
portrayal of Cokato. Akerlund’s works and life reveal an evolution of practices and people who 
are not discussed or briefly glossed over in Lee’s piece, some of whom are no longer 
remembered outside of the photograph. As it is, Lee’s section of the book only briefly mentions 
Akerlund and his studio. On a whole, Lee’s part of Cokato’s First Century, 1878-1978 is the 
most extensive local historical work on Cokato, however, it is a compilation of Cokato topics 
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that are placed in no particular order.71 Overall, Lee’s book is a more simplistic monolithic 
version of Cokato’s history.  
The quintessential vision of a unified small town fades over national issues such as the 
debate on temperance. According to Sabine Meyer’s We Are What We Drink: The Temperance 
Battle in Minnesota, positions towards temperance, in general, were heavily swayed by identity 
of place, ethnicity, class, and gender. 72 In fact, Meyer states that although national and 
international events impacted temperance, “this movement was an intensely local experience, 
negotiated by social actors on the ground.”73 Scholarly documentation about Cokato’s 
temperance campaign is scarce. Articles in the Cokato Enterprise do not provide an analysis of 
temperance history as a whole. Also, as most of the newspaper publishers at the time explicitly 
expressed anti-alcohol sentiments, information on the temperance battle is a bit one-sided.74 
Carlton Lee and the staff of the Cokato Museum briefly mention events that led to prohibition in 
their book, but do not analyze why Cokato voted the way it did.75 Lee, however, alludes to his 
own anti-liquor prejudice by only including the viewpoint of the “drys,” including select stories 
such as drunken brawls that suggest saloons and alcohol brought violence to the community.76 In 
comparison to Lee, Cokato Museum Director Mike Worcester is “If You Want to Drink—Drive: 
The Story of Local Option In Cokato, Minnesota,” portrays Cokato as mainly conservative and 
“dry,” attributing this stance to Cokato’s large American, Swedish, Norwegian, and Finnish 
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populations. He also recognizes the Protestant congregations in town who influenced the vote 
towards “dry.”77  
With the above references in mind, this thesis shows how Akerlund’s negative collection, 
reveal a more complex society in small town Cokato than Americana portrays—one of racial and 
religious variety among uniformity, divergence in “wet” verses “dry” amid accord, and remote 
but connected through technology. This thesis is a case study of changes and conflict in a small 
community, providing local insight into the impact of statewide and national events described by 
general Minnesota histories. While examining the lives of immigrants, such as Akerlund, who 
succeeded Cokato’s first American-born settlers, this thesis focuses on their ethnic and religious 
influence on forming the community.  
This thesis also aims to meet the needs of the Cokato Museum, which seeks to further 
educate the public on Akerlund, his photographs, and his studio. Akerlund’s photographs and 
life-experiences enhance the written history of Cokato’s technology, providing a personal 
perspective to a general topic. As such, the findings of my research are consistent with Amato’s 
Rethinking Home.78 Also inline with the works of Amato, Davis, and Pichaske, Poll, and 
Lowenthal, this thesis is a small part in recognizing the differences between the history of a rural 
community and its heritage. With these historian’s theories in mind, this thesis will enhance what 
is already written about Cokato and Akerlund—the following chapters questioning this 
fictionalized harmonious, sheltered, and uniform persona of rural communities.  
The first chapter, “Technology: Instigator of Change in Cokato” uses the life, studio, and 
photographs of Akerlund in conjunction with other written sources to discuss how Akerlund and 
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other townspeople encouraged change and the increasing urban influence on rural Cokato 
through their personal interest in early technology, which includes photography, automobiles, 
radios, the round barn, and the canning industry. This chapter also uses Akerlund’s photographs 
and life story to reinforce previously-written works on Cokato and technology, exposing its rapid 
evolution, and showing that some of the people of Cokato, including Akerlund, willingly 
acquired and experimented with its latest advances. Complicating the idea that small towns 
simply continued to use traditional tools and methods. As suggested by Curtis, the career and 
motivations of Akerlund, as well as background of early twentieth century photography, are 
included early in this chapter to help understand the analysis of Akerlund’s photographs in each 
of the following chapters.79  
The second chapter, “Distinctly Diverse: Ethnicity and Religion of 1860-1920 Cokato” 
peels back the ethnic and religious layers of early Cokato, not only providing background to 
Akerlund’s life and photographs, but revealing a more complicated identity than Cokato’s 
primary ethnicities and Northern European Protestant base. Also, this chapter alongside 
Akerlund’s photographs shows cultural adaptation in Cokato in addition to persistence. With 
Cokato’s early complexities established, the third chapter “Americanization: The Evolution of 
Identity and Values,” examines Cokato’s changing ethnic and religious demographic from 
immigrant to American from the 1920s-1940s. Akerlund’s photographs reveal the 
Americanization and generalization of these separate ethnic groups, yet also questions the idea of 
uniformity. The fourth chapter, “Conflict in Harmony: Cokato’s Perspectives on the National 
Wet or Dry Debate,” questions the American dream of a unified community by revealing, 
through Akerlund’s photographs with compatible sources, a battle between the pro-liquor faction 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  





and the dominating anti-alcohol ideology of Cokato’s affluent upper-class and Swedish, 
Norwegian, Finnish, and Old-Stock American, Northern European Protestant demographics 
which, for a number of decades portrayed Cokato as conservative and dry. Finally, the 
“Epilogue” on Akerlund and his studio concludes by showing how small communities, like 
Cokato, continue to hold historical significance not only to central Minnesota, but the nation as 






















Chapter 1  
 
Technology: Instigator of Change in Cokato 
 
 
According to the popular American perception, a rural community is a world of its 
own, steps behind the fast-paced city. At first glance, 1902 Cokato was a small village of 
approximately 684 residents that seemed to fit the mold. 1 When Gust Akerlund first arrived in 
Cokato in 1902, technology was vastly different than it is today.2 At the time, the most 
effective modes of transportation were by railroad and horse—only a small handful of 
automobiles drove along the few roads in the community.3 Communication was not 
nonexistent, but definitely limited. The main access to news of the world came from articles of 
week-old, out-of-town newspapers reprinted in the local Cokato Enterprise.4 Mail to family 
members still living across the ocean took weeks or months to arrive.  Closer examination of 
Akerlund’s photographs and sources reveal, however, that Cokato was more connected and 
influenced by the outside world than implied by the fictional “small town” ethos.  
When discussing American technology, many focus on the inventions of innovators 
such as Thomas Edison’s electric lights and Alexander Graham Bell’s telephone. Akerlund’s 
photographs reference these machines and yet reveal a technological revolution in Cokato that 
is based on people’s individual interests and consumerism. Local individuals, like Akerlund, 
sometimes created technology of their own. Using Akerlund’s photographs, studio, and his life 
story, this chapter will provide Akerlund’s perspective of Cokato’s technological 
metamorphosis in photography, automobiles, radio, and farming. Each of these helped promote 
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Cokato’s increased connection to the world. These specific topics were selected not only 
because they are represented in Akerlund’s photographs, but also his life. Cokato’s 
introduction to early technology cannot be told without Akerlund, an inventor, innovator, and 
“techie” of his time who was personally involved in Cokato’s photographic, automobile, and 
radio history.5 His personal experience provides an example of the influence of technology on 
a person, and in turn, how a person’s involvement with technology impacted the community.  
 
The Influence of Photography:  
Akerlund, His Studio, and His Photographs 
 
 
Much like pictorial-based social media of today, Akerlund’s photographs document 
events, people, and places deemed important by his patrons, who used Akerlund’s photographs 
to share, capture, or validate these happenings. In the modern world of digital photography—a 
world saturated with cameras and photographs that are instantly taken and edited with a couple 
swipes on a touch screen—technology used by Akerlund to take and develop photographs is 
virtually obsolete, along with the understanding of a photographer’s role and value in an early 
20th century community. Akerlund’s life, studio, and photographs provide physical and 
personal representation of the evolution of photographic technology, communication, and the 
importance of early 20th century photographers. 
After immigrating to the United States from Sweden in 1893, Akerlund’s photography 
career began around age 23 in 1895, when he apprenticed with photographer, and fellow 
Swede, John A. Jones at the Williams and Jones Studio in Merrill, Wisconsin.6 Upon 
completing his apprenticeship, Akerlund searched for a studio and new town to begin his 
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business. After accumulating six years of photography experience, Akerlund, in 1902, bought 
the Fred Hanson studio in Cokato. Situated on Broadway Avenue South across from city hall, 
Akerlund furnished the studio according to the needs of his craft.7 He also found further 
employment in Dassel, the next town west of Cokato, when Swedish photographer John J. 
Sundquist hired Akerlund to run his studio while Sundquist and his family moved briefly to 
Canada.8 On his return, in 1906, Sundquist argued with Akerlund, about some unknown 
reason, and severed their business association.9 This was also the year Akerlund moved his 
own studio to its current location, having bought the land the previous year.10  
The quality of his remaining prints and negatives reveal that Akerlund was well versed 
in the science and technology of photography. Aside from his apprenticeship, Akerlund 
completed chemistry correspondence courses at the University of Minnesota.11  He also 
furthered his education by attending photographers’ conventions.12 As a result, Akerlund, like 
many other professional photographers, mixed his own developing chemicals instead of relying 
on commercial solutions.13 He also remained up-to-date on the latest photography technology, 
which enabled him to take impeccable photographs outside of his studio as well. In an 
advertisement for Akerlund Studio in 1906, Akerlund states, “We not only make high class 
portrait work, but have a special equipment for making all kinds of out-door work. Don’t you 
think a view of your residence or farm buildings would be appreciated by far away relatives 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 Cokato Museum, “The Life and Times of Gust Akerlund.”  
8 Julie Lindquist, "The Dassel Photographer," Dassel Area Historical Society Newsletter, 9, no. 2 (August 2001): 
4. 
9 Lindquist, "The Dassel Photographer," 4. 
10 Cokato Enterprise, June 14, 1906: 2. 
11 “Akerlund studio is deeded to city, will be restored,” 1. 
12 “Brevities,” Cokato Enterprise, May 17, 1906, 3. 





and friends?...”14 This advertisement alone debunks the impression that rural communities 
were isolated. In fact, it appears that Akerlund pitched his photographs as a way for Cokato 
immigrants to connect with family a half a world away. Photographs provided visual 
representation of the people they knew, local and family events, their homes and their farms.15 
Akerlund not only captured these moments and people, but he also created and altered the 
images to the liking and vision of his clients. This possibility was largely due to Akerlund’s 
technique, equipment, and sense of marketing. 
 
 
Figure 1.1. Gust Akerlund glass plate negative. Photograph by Johanna Ellison. February 3,  
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Akerlund’s career started during the decline of wet plate negatives and the introduction 
of dry plate negatives, which are comprised of a layer of silver gelatin-bromide emulsion on a 
glass plate (see figure 1.1).16 George Eastman, the founder of Eastman Dry Plate and Film 
Company, later known as Kodak—a company that is still one of the most well known film and 
camera companies today, perfected the dry plate negative and began producing the negatives 
for consumers around the 1880s.17 Unlike the previously used wet-plate negatives, which had 
to be developed quickly before the plate dried, dry plates gave the photographer leeway to 
develop the negative at a later time.18 As such, Akerlund was able to practice photography 
outside of the studio without requiring a portable dark room. This enabled him to more 
efficiently take photos of businesses, farms, plays, weddings, and events. Akerlund also 
pursued the “latest” technology in the form of roll film, including acetate and nitrates, though 
dry plates comprise the majority of his collection. 19  However, he continued to use the plates 
through 1950, attesting to the quality of the product.20  
Akerlund’s glass plate negative collection is one of the largest in Minnesota. As such, 
Akerlund’s plethora of negatives speak to what role he played as a photographer in Cokato. His 
photographs reveal baptisms, confirmations, graduations, weddings, anniversaries, and 
funerals. Akerlund photographed businesses, car wrecks, high school class and team pictures, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16 William Marder and Estelle Marder, Anthony: The Man the Company the Cameras, ed. Robert G. Ducan. (Pine 
Ridge Publishing Co., 1982), 291.; Figure 1.1. Gust Akerlund glass plate negative. Photograph by Johanna 
Ellison. February 3, 2017. Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. 
17 Todd Gustavson, Camera: A History of Photography From Daguerreotype to Digital, (New York: Sterling 
Publishing Company Inc., 2009), 140. 
18 Gustavson, Camera, 35. 
19 Gust Akerlund, Akerlund Image Collection, 1902-1950, Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. The two types of roll 
film in the Akerlund collection are acetate and nitrate.; National Park Service and United States Department of the 
Interior, “Timeline in Film History,” accessed January 16, 2017, 
https://www.nps.gov/museum/coldstorage/pdf/2.3.1a.pdf. Nitrate film was in public use around 1889 and acetates 
or “safety film” around 1930. Other film that was used by people during Akerlund’s career was Kodachrome film, 
introduced in 1935, and Kodacolor, in 1942. 
20 Gust Akerlund, Akerlund Image Collection, 1902-1950, Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. The last glass plate 





farms and the farmers, homes, military people, men, children, women, families, traveling 
salesmen, workers, business owners, street scenes, political events, town gatherings, 
celebrations, and parades. Although well over 60 percent of his collection is unidentified, his 
work still provides a view into the lives of those he photographed. Some of his photographs are 
the only documentation of people or events in the Cokato Museum’s collections.21  
The majority of his collection are 5x7 glass plate negatives, totaling 10,725. Of this 
sampling, 9,743 (approximately 91%) are portraits of people in and out of the studio. The 
remaining 982 (approximately 9%) are non-portraits, photos of businesses, buildings, and 
scenery. The 5x7 collection is broken down into 756 photos related to churches, 214 to 
schools, 101 to businesses, 794 to weddings, and 7,316 to individuals and groups.22 These 
photographs can be traced to eighteen different churches in the villages of Cokato and Dassel 
and townships of Cokato, French Lake, Stockholm, Dassel, Albion, Collinwood, and 
Kingston.23 
Akerlund took most of his photographs during his prime from approximately 1902-
1942. His earlier works feature more street scenes and candid shots, while his work in the 
1940s are mainly portrait and studio photographs. According to his obituary, Akerlund’s 
caliber of work won him numerous prizes and awards in excellence in photography.24 The last 
identified image in his collection is of Cokato’s first Corn Carnival in August 1950, four years 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21 Gust Akerlund, Akerlund Image Collection, 1902-1950, Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. 
22 Ibid. Some photographs are misidentified in the index, therefore, the numbers do not total correctly. 
23 Ibid. From the surrounding townships, the collection includes images related to Grace Lutheran Church, 
Immanuel Lutheran Church, Our Saviors Lutheran Church, and Sunrise Congregational from French Lake 
Township; Stockholm Lutheran Church from Stockholm Township; Albion Evangelical Free Lutheran Church 
and Mt Hermon Lutheran Church from Albion Township; Gethsemane Lutheran Church and Church of Christ of 
Dassel, Minnesota; Lake Jennie Covenant and Lamson Free Church of Collinwood Township; and Lake Union 
Evangelical Covenant Church of Kingston Township. 





before Akerlund died.25 Throughout his career Akerlund’s studio and photographic technology 
assured his ability to document and, in turn, influence the community.  
With emerging technology, however, cameras were no longer primarily owned by 
photographers. In 1888, the Eastman Dry Plate and Film Company introduced the Kodak 
Camera to the consumer market. This box camera could easily be held by hand and had roll 
film inside which enabled consumers to take their own photographs, send in the camera, and 
have Eastman’s company develop the photographs. The camera, however, was expensive to 
purchase at $25. It also cost $10 to develop and get new film for the camera. As time went on, 
however, Eastman and other companies began creating other models of cameras that were less 
expensive and more accessible to the general public.26 By 1900, Eastman’s company offered 
the Brownie camera to the public for only one dollar. The photograph quality of the Brownie 
was such that some professional photographers, even Akerlund, bought later models for their 
personal use.27 Introduced to Cokato through catalogue orders, traveling salesmen, and 
eventually sold in local stores, these amateur friendly cameras saturated the market nationwide 
during Akerlund’s life in Cokato (see figure 1.2).28 However, there was still a demand for 
professional photographers.  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25 Gust Akerlund, Akerlund Image Collection, 1902-1950, Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. 
26 Gustavson, Camera, 130, 133-134. 
27 Gustavson, Camera, 140-141, 148.; Gust Akerlund, Akerlund Collection, 1902-1950, Cokato Museum, Cokato, 
MN. The Akerlund studio features a brownie camera that Akerlund owned.  
28 Figure 1.2. Akerlund’s personal cameras. On the left is a 1917 model of an Autographic Kodak camera and on 








Figure 1.2. Akerlund’s personal cameras. On the left is a 1917 model of an Autographic 
Kodak camera and on the right a Brownie Kodak No. 2 1912 model. Photograph by 
Johanna Ellison. May 18, 2017. Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. 
 
 
Clients entered his studio from the Broadway Avenue entrance, where they found 
themselves in a waiting room with comfortable chairs, a heating stove, and examples of 
Akerlund’s work. To the left was the dressing room with a mirror and dressing table so clients 
could do last second touch-ups before their photograph. Once it was time to get one’s 
photograph taken, a large curtain blocking the waiting room from the studio is pushed aside, 
and Akerlund ushered his clients through the doorway. The studio’s light came primarily from 





the ceilings and walls (see figure 1.3).29 A beautiful painted background and patterned flooring 
became the iconic, tell-tale sign that a photograph was taken in the studio.  
 
 
Figure 1.3. Interior of Gust Akerlund Studio. Photograph by Johanna Ellison. May 18, 2017. 
Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. 
 
 
The natural-light portrait studio sported any equipment Akerlund needed to take the 
photograph. Akerlund’s primary studio camera was a mahogany 8”x10” portrait New York 
Studio Outfit (see figure 1.4).30 This professional grade Anthony-Scovill (ANSCO) camera 
unit was first featured around 1901, which is right around the time Akerlund first purchased his 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29 Figure 1.3. Interior of Gust Akerlund Studio. Photograph by Johanna Ellison. February 3, 2017. Cokato 
Museum, Cokato, MN. 
30 Marder and Marder, Anthony, 236.; Figure 1.4. Photograph of Gust Akerlund’s ANSCO camera. Photograph by 





studio.31 The camera, like other professional cameras of its time, used dry glass-plate 
negatives, which could take up to thirty seconds to be properly exposed. As a result of this long 
exposure, he staged many of the photographs. Clients sometimes sat against braces to prevent 
their heads from moving, and most did not smile, as they would start to look a little loony 
while trying to hold a smile for up to thirty seconds.32 On brighter days, however, the exposure 
did not take as long, and Akerlund carefully captured the smiles of his clients.  
 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
31 Marder and Marder, Anthony, 236. 
32 Mike Worcester, interview by Johanna Ellison, January 1, 2017. He is the current director of the Cokato 
Museum, a role he served at for over twenty years. This interview, referenced throughout the thesis, includes 
information he acquired from patrons, family members, and friends of Gust Akerlund. Worcester has never 






Figure 1.4. Photograph of Gust Akerlund’s ANSCO 
camera. Photograph by Johanna Ellison. May 18, 2017. 
Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. 
 
 
People, even during Akerlund’s time, did not want to show off every imperfection. 
Having photographs taken by a professional ensured that people appeared how they wished to 
look. Obviously, the computer program Photoshop was nonexistent during Akerlund’s time, so 
most of Akerlund’s touchups to his negatives were done by hand, using special colored pencils 





1.5).33 One contraption that Akerlund invented to save time re-touching negatives caught the 
attention of a representative of George Eastman’s company Kodak, who asked to see the 
device. Akerlund, however, afraid Eastman would steal his invention, promptly destroyed it.34 
This leaves one wondering what the invention could have done for the advancement of 
technology if it had survived, and shows how small communities also contained individuals 
who sought to improve technology. 
 
 
Figure 1.5. Gust Akerlund’s photograph editing equipment. Photograph by 
Johanna Ellison. February 3, 2017. Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. 
 
 
Like Akerlund’s editing methods, by today’s standards the process in taking and 
developing a dry plate is extremely laborious. As previously mentioned, during Akerlund’s era 
dry plates represented a faster, more efficient way to create photographs than wet plates. It was 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
33 Figure 1.5. Gust Akerlund’s photograph editing equipment. Photograph by Johanna Ellison. February 3, 2017. 
Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. 
34 Cokato Museum Staff, label written for the Gust Akerlund studio exhibit, Gust Akerlund Studio, Cokato, MN. 
Unfortunately this was the only amount of information I could find about the story. I do know the source was 





the latest and greatest photographic technology. To develop a dry plate, Akerlund relied on the 
quality of his dark room, technique, materials, and tools. Due to the light—sensitive nature of 
the developing process, it was done in the dark room lit only by a red light (see figure 1.6). In 
today’s world of digital photography, the concept of a dark room is foreign to a modern 
generation. Akerlund’s dark room in his studio is, to this day, a valuable resource in teaching 
visitors about early twentieth century photography technology.35  
 
 
Figure 1.6. Gust Akerlund’s contact printer and dark room. Photograph by Johanna 
Ellison. February 3, 2017. Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. 
 
 
To start, Akerlund used the light from a contact printer or enlarger to expose the light-
sensitive photographic paper to the negative. An enlarger gave Akerlund the freedom to create 
prints larger or smaller than the negative itself. Contact printing, where one placed the negative 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
35 Akerlund, Gust. Akerlund Collection, 1902-1950, Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN.; Figure 1.6. Gust Akerlund’s 





on the photographic paper and exposed it to light, produced photographs the size of the 
negative (see Akerlund’s contact printer underneath the window in figure 1.6). After the 
photographic paper was exposed to the negative and light, Akerlund brought it into his main 




Figure 1.7. Gust Akerlund’s chemical trays and dark room. Photograph by Johanna Ellison. 
May 18, 2017. Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
36	  George Eastman House and Eggwork Productions, “The Gelatin Silver Process,” Photographic Processes 
Video Series, directed by Matthew Ehlers and Jessica Johnson, posted December 12, 2014, accessed February 17, 
2017. https://eastman.org/photographic-processes-video-series. ; Figure 1.6. Gust Akerlund’s contact printer and 
dark room. Photograph by Johanna Ellison. February 3, 2017. Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN.;  
Figure 1.7. Gust Akerlund’s chemical trays and dark room. Photograph by Johanna Ellison. February 3, 2017. 





In the dark room, Akerlund set up trays filled with chemicals he mixed for the 
developing process (see figure 1.7).37 Liquid developer filled his first tray, revealing the 
invisible image on the paper once submerged. Next, he slipped the print into a stop bath, 
which, when done in time, prohibited the photograph from becoming over developed. Once 
this occurred, Akerlund transferred the paper into a tray with a fixer, which protected the print 
and made it light safe. Finally, Akerlund washed any remaining chemicals off the print.38 
Akerlund had an immense amount of pride in his photography, which was important as 
many of his clients took great care of their appearance. In an interview with Minnesota Public 
Radio, Cokato resident Audrey Tack, who had her photograph taken by Akerlund when she 
was eleven years old in November 1941, remembered her mother taking her in the dressing 
room to get her ready for the family photograph (see figure 1.8). Tack stated that her  “mom 
braided my hair three times that morning to get it right.”39 As suggested, many clients viewed 
getting a photograph taken by a photographer as an important occasion. Luckily, Akerlund’s 
professionalism was apparent. According to Tack, “It took a while to please his (Akerlund’s) 
eye.”40 His talent, equipment, and studio contributed to his success.  
 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
37 Figure 1.7. Gust Akerlund’s chemical trays and dark room. Photograph by Johanna Ellison. February 3, 2017. 
Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. 
38	  George Eastman House and Eggwork Productions, “The Gelatin Silver Process.” 	  
39	  “Photos: Cokato Portrait Photographer’s Work Illuminates the Era,” by Minnesota Public Radio News Staff, 
posted January 20, 2016 on MPRNEWS, accessed August 14, 2016, 
https://www.mprnews.org/story/2016/01/19/photos-cokato-portrait-photographers-work-illuminates-era 






Figure 1.8. Bottom (left to right): Audrey (Ryti) Tack, Henry, Wendla, Caroline. 
Middle: Annamae, Marion, Alice. Top: Lloyd and Harold. Photograph by Gust 
Akerlund. November 1941. Akerlund Image Collection. Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. 
 
 
Photographic technology and professional photographers enabled small rural 
communities like Cokato to communicate with the outside world. Akerlund’s studio and 
photographs played an important role in communication as sending photographs by post was 
an important method of distributing news. Over the years, the Cokato Museum has acquired 
many postcards featuring a photograph taken by Akerlund.41 Akerlund’s role in documenting 
life and community events came at a time when many households preferred to or had to use a 
photographer to get their picture taken. The longevity of his career nods to the quality of both 
his service and talent.  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  





Automobiles and Radios 
 
 
Akerlund’s photographic technology and business enabled him to capture the 
integration of “new” technology into Cokato, documenting the various changes technology 
brought to the community. For example, before automobiles crowded the roads, horses and 
carriages walked the streets of 1905 Cokato and Minnesota. As shown in Akerlund’s 
photograph of horses pulling the street maintainer reveal the depth of Cokato’s dependence on 
animals for manual labor (see figure 1.9 on next page). In addition, horse-drawn carriages in 
the background imply that many residents during this time also relied on horses for 
transportation.  Although automobiles and radios are credited to bringing about the 
urbanization of small rural communities, the Akerlund photograph on the next page exhibits 
that some technology manifested into the day-to-day lives of the people. The street 
maintenance contraption pulled by two horses shows that the people of Cokato sought out and 
utilized technology that made work more efficient. In addition, road maintenance in general 
implies that people wanted Cokato to be more accessible, as poorly maintained roads would 
slow and deter some travelers. Travel in Cokato, the state, and nation at the time of this 
photograph, was already advancing with the introduction of automobiles.42 
 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
42	  Figure 1.9. Street work with horse. Photograph by Gust Akerlund, circa 1905. Akerlund Image Collection, 







Figure 1.9. Street work with horse. Photograph by Gust Akerlund, circa 1905. Akerlund 
Image Collection, Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. 
 
 
 Cokato’s introduction to automobiles coincided closely with its introduction to Minnesota. 
Automobiles emerged in the United States of America during the 1890s. Manufacturing 
skyrocketed. According to historian Theodore Blegen, by 1900, a dozen companies in the 
United States existed, producing four thousand cars annually. As cars became readily available 
a dozen rumbled into Minneapolis in 1902, prompting the establishment of speed limits and a 





1910, national production had sixty-nine companies producing 181,000 cars per year.43 As the 
automobile industry grew in popularity, small towns snatched up the new technology as well. 
Cokato’s interest in automobiles stemmed from the fascination of its residents. 
Cokato’s first two cars were Oldsmobiles with one-cylinder engines bought in 1904 by Cokato 
residents Emil Erickson and John Ojampera, a wealthy farmer.44 Until road conditions 
improved, Cokato’s first few automobiles were shipped out to the village from the Twin Cities 
by train.45 The third, a 1903 Oldsmobile bought by Akerlund a year later, looked like a buggy 
(see figure 1.10 on next page). State Bank of Cokato president and wealthiest man in town, H. 
C. Bull, bank employee Frank Swanson, and prosperous business owner O. J. Mabusth soon 
followed suit, each purchasing an automobile of their own.46 Compared to these upper-crust 
automobile owners, Akerlund was definitely middle-class, and this early purchase of a car 
before some of the wealthiest men in Cokato grew out of his fascination with new technology.  
 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
43 Blegen, Minnesota, 463-464.	  	  
44 "Automobiles Have Improved Greatly In Last 25 Years,” 1. See Chapter 2 in this thesis about J. Ojampera. 
45 "Cokato First Heard Radio Back in 1922 Machine Was Demonstrated by Two Visiting Salesmen; Thelander 
Bought Set Same Year for $375," Cokato Enterprise, November 23, 1944: 8. 






Figure 1.10. Akerlund in front of his photography studio in his 1903 automobile. 
Photograph by Axel Ahlstrom, 1905. Akerlund Collection, Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. 
 
 
The lack of understanding and resources to repair and upkeep automobiles, drove 
residents, like Akerlund, to learn about this technology and develop local automobile 
businesses to fulfill the need. In addition, Cokato began evolving out of convenience for this 
new technology. Driving in the early years of this century meant facing challenges of limited 
roadways and few mechanics to make repairs. For one, with few automobiles in Cokato, in 
1904, there were no established driving schools. To make matters worse, early automobiles 
found maneuverability difficult on dirt streets and country roads built with horses in mind 
(consider figure 1.9). Akerlund as well as Erickson and Ojampera had to teach themselves how 
to drive on these roads; no easy feat, as Akerlund found when he stripped his transmission 





nonexistent in town, and Akerlund had to travel to Minneapolis to buy two sets of gears to 
repair his car, the second of which he never got to use.47  
This experience and his passion for mechanics inspired Akerlund to become a talented 
automobile mechanic. In 1913, Akerlund sold the photography studio to George Swedburg so 
he could work in a Cokato automobile garage with John Christofferson.48 Christofferson, 
partner in the Christofferson and Larson garage, installed the first gasoline pump in Cokato in 
1914.49 In 1915, after visiting his family in Sweden the previous year, Akerlund worked for the 
garage, meeting the demand of Cokato’s consumers.50 In fact, by 1915, Cokato owned the most 
automobiles in Wright County, with 205.51 Buffalo, next closest in number of automobiles, had 
186, and Howard Lake, the community immediately east of Cokato, had 131.52 By 1918, 
Akerlund bought back his photography business from Swedburg.53 Still, Akerlund’s passion 
for automobiles did not diminish. In 1923, three years after the first gas station opened in town, 
he bought a Model-T Coupe that the Cokato Museum still owns and operates.54 
Akerlund’s photographs confirm the growth of the automobile industry, visually 
implying that rural areas, such as Cokato quickly absorbed this technology by 1924, becoming 
more mobile and connected with evolving mechanization (figure 1.11). Cokato was no stranger 
to the automobile, an observation validated by the fact there are five automobiles, including the 
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Cokato, MN.; Figure 1.9. Street work with horse. Photograph by Gust Akerlund, circa 1905. Akerlund Image 
Collection, Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. 
48 Carlton Lee, “Akerlund Leaves a Legacy of Memorabilia.” Cokato Enterprise, August 28, 1985: 3. 
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50 "Local Interest," Cokato Enterprise, May 6, 1915: 4. 
51 "Cokato Has 205 Automobiles: Prosperous Little Town Has Good Lead Over Buffalo And Its 186," Cokato 
Enterprise, September 2, 1915: 1. 
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Model-T the man is resting his radio on, in the photograph. In addition, the photograph reveals 
two businesses catering to automobiles and their owners, implying that by 1924 Cokato had a 
customer base big enough to sustain at least two businesses focused on selling, repairing, and 
servicing automobiles. These two pictured businesses are Peterson’s Garage and Service 
Station, complete with a gas pump placed right on the edge of the street, and the Ford 
Dealership, only two storefronts down from the garage. The photograph further shows that 
Cokato’s roads, though dirt, sport multiple tire tracks and nary a sign of horses or buggies, 
which dominated Cokato’s streets only nine years earlier.55  
 
 
Figure 1.11. Radio Salesman. Photograph by Gust Akerlund, 1924. Akerlund Image 
Collection, Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
55 Figure 1.11. Radio Salesman. Photograph by Gust Akerlund, 1924. Akerlund Image Collection, Cokato 








As the radio in Akerlund’s photograph reveals, automobiles were not the only new 
form of technology to enter Cokato (see figure 1.11 on previous page). Although the majority 
of Akerlund’s collection is in the studio, certain business opportunities, local events, and 
interests, such as the automobile and radio, enticed him outside. The above is a staged 
photograph of a man posing by his automobile and radio, which are in close proximity to the 
storefront of the Akerlund Studio on Broadway Avenue South (see figure 1.11). The 
photograph was taken in 1924 judging by the “24” on the license plate, the year of the car’s 
current registration. The man is most likely a traveling radio salesman. During Akerlund’s 
time, companies had salesmen, such as the man in the photograph, go door-to-door peddling 
their wares and advertising for their business. With this outreach, small communities like 
Cokato and technologically minded people like Akerlund, had more access to modern 
technology and products than popular perception.56 As it was, Cokato fell into the radio craze 
right along with the Twin Cities. 
Minnesota first caught the radio fever in the spring of 1922. Although radio was 
invented years earlier, radios were not a profitable business until the increase in broadcasting 
stations that occurred from 1921-1922. By 1922, there were around four thousand receivers 
and nearly four hundred sending stations in approximation to the Twin Cities. By the end of the 
first nine months of 1922, Minnesota had eleven homegrown broadcasting stations.57 Cokato 
soon caught on. 
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Radio fever spread to Cokato in 1922, when two traveling salesmen introduced the 
radio to Cokato, where residents had never seen or heard a radio before.58 Later that year, 
Cokato business owner Andrew Thelander bought a radio for his Leader Store for $375.59 
Akerlund, attended the initial demonstration, and became fascinated. According to Akerlund’s 
obituary, he “never had any interest in making money, but such subjects such as electricity, 
chemistry, and mechanics excited him. He had little formal education but was gifted with 
unusual talent in work of scientific nature.”60 Not to be left behind by Thelander, Akerlund sent 
$137 to a Chicago firm for a radio.61 Unfortunately, they only sent parts of one, and after much 
arguing, Akerlund got enough parts from the company to fashion a working radio.62 This was 
the second radio in town. Children and adults flocked to Akerlund’s studio to hear the latest 
news and programs, and Akerlund indulged them, enjoying the company.63 According to 
Akerlund’s obituary, he “had a number of planks and boxes for people to stand on when being 
photographed, and these were used as seats for the informal audiences that came evenings to 
hear the radio.”64 Now people could hear far away events and the voices of important people in 
their homes. They no longer had to wait for the reprint of the news in the weekly newspaper. 
They were more connected to the outside world than they had ever been.  
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Figure 1.12. An early radio owned by Akerlund, thought to be the second radio he ever 
bought. Photograph by Johanna Ellison. February 3, 2017. Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. 
 
 
The evolution of new technology progressed rapidly. Months after purchasing his first 
radio, Akerlund found it obsolete.65 The radio’s popularity and number of stations expanded, to 
a point where Akerlund needed to purchase a more technologically-advanced “neuter dyne” 
machine for $75.66 Akerlund’s second radio (see figure 1.12) when compared to the salesman’s 
radio (figure 1.11) show that radio technology continued to rapidly improve.67 For example, 
although each radio is designed somewhat similar in that each have a bulky rectangular 
wooden exterior with a black face, the salesman’s radio seems to be an upgrade, having 
speakers on its side and switches instead of dials like Akerlund’s. In addition, its carrying case 
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67 Figure 1.12. An early radio owned by Akerlund, possibly his second. Photograph by Johanna Ellison. February 
3, 2017. Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN.; Figure 1.11. Radio Salesman. Photograph by Gust Akerlund, 1924. 





makes radio travel friendly, whereas Akerlund’s radio looks like it is meant to be stationary. 
The salesman’s tantalizing new version of a radio probably prompted Akerlund to take the 
photograph, revealing his own fascination with new technology.  
As with the automobile, new technology prompted some residents of Cokato to 
establish affiliated businesses. Learning how to construct his radio, Akerlund got involved in 
fixing and selling radio parts in addition to his photography duties.68 Even after retiring from 
his photography business in the late 1940s, Akerlund continued to repair radios.69 He became 
so well known for his talent with radios that military officials recruited him to work with the 
military’s radios during World War II.70 Already in his late sixties, Akerlund turned down the 
offer.71 His prowess with technology and photography made him one of Cokato’s “most 
interesting men.”72  
Akerlund’s photographs reveal Cokato’s growing use of not only the latest radio, but 
the automobile as well. These amenities show that Cokato was growing in its use of 
technology, and was not far from the rest of Minnesota in obtaining it. In addition to 
developments in the village of Cokato, farmers in the surrounding countryside also grew 
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Agriculture and Industry 
 
 
From 1900-1920, agriculture in Minnesota experienced its “golden years.” The 
population was outgrowing production, and as all available land was being farmed they turned 
to new methods of farming.73 Mechanization improved farming techniques and farmers began 
experimenting with livestock and crops other than wheat.74 Transportation innovations, such as 
the automobile and trucks, decreased farmers’ isolation on their farms, increasing their 
accessibility to town, supplies, and further mechanizations.75 They built new and bigger 
barns.76 In Cokato, agriculture and industry were emerging as well. Akerlund’s photographs 
document and humanize these changes, providing a visual representation of the growth of 
mechanization and a face to the people it influenced. In doing so, Akerlund’s collection 
challenges the Americanized image of a rural farm communities being sheltered and out of 
touch from national developments. 
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Figure 1.13. Barn on Titrud Farm with silo inside, shredding corn and filling silo. 
Photograph by Gust Akerlund, before 1920. Akerlund Image Collection, Cokato 
Museum, Cokato, MN. 
 
 
Compared to the several Akerlund photographs of boxy or rectangular barns, this round 
barn stands out, and reveals that a few Cokato residents balanced new forms of agricultural 
technology with the old (see figure 1.13). The men in the photograph are most likely the Titrud 
family and possibly some farm hands. The emergence of mechanization is apparent in the 
photograph as a couple of the men stand next to farm equipment. However, there seems to still 





this farm photograph unique from the rest of Akerlund’s farm photographs in his collection, is 
the round barn, another example of the area’s connection to new ideas.77  
When the Titrud family built a round barn on his land in Stockholm Township in 1908, 
it reflected other “modern” barns in the Midwest. Round barns were “modern” barns in the 
early 1900s. They were built with the idea that a centralized feeding system would increase 
efficiency for maintaining livestock capable of paying for their keep.78  
Olaf Titrud constructed his home at Stockholm township, six miles southwest of the 
town of Cokato, in 1868. Titrud’s son Ole, one of his twelve children, graduated from the 
Minnesota College of Agriculture, and sons Emil and Albert took over the farm. In 1906, the 
Titrud family decided to build a new barn. Over the next couple of years, they considered a 
cross and long barn design, the family settled on the round. Designs for the barn were critiqued 
and approved by Professor Alvah H. Bull the University of Minnesota. The barn, sixty-seven 
feet in diameter, had a circumference of two hundred feet and had a height of fifty-seven feet. 
A driveway formed on the north side of the barn, where the farmers are most likely standing in 
figure 1.13, so a hay wagon could drive up and unload using a hay carrier that ran on a circular 
track. A silo stood at the center of the barn, eighteen feet in diameter and thirty-two feet high. 
The barn divided into three sections: one section for young stock, one for cows, and one for 
horses. In 1979, the barn made the National Register of Historic Places, but was taken off in 
1992 when a tornado destroyed it.79  
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Although there is no record in Akerlund’s photography collection, there was a second 
round barn in the area.80 North of Cokato near Temperance Hall was the Peter Wanha round 
barn.81 Built somewhere between 1902-1908, Wanha’s round barn was built very similar, but 
bigger than the Titrud barn.82 Together, these two structures support the argument that farmers 
in the area were innovators who used modern methods and techniques. New techniques and 
ideas based in agriculture also persuaded the growth of industry in Cokato, and it, in turn, 
influenced Cokato’s agriculture. 
Gradual economic change and technological innovations guided Cokato’s agriculture 
toward the demands of its industry (see figure 1.14). The Cokato Canning Company opened in 
1904, originating from the brainchild of local farmers and from Frank Swanson, a cashier at the 
State Bank of Cokato. Although it started as a co-op, the Cokato Canning Company became a 
corporation in the end. The company initiated a change in crops in the area from grain to corn. 
Change was not immediate, however, farmers were reluctant to change crops until around 
1910. As a result, the first few years proved challenging as the Cokato Canning Company ran 
short on corn as Cokato’s farmers still devoted much of their acres to growing grain. Not to be 
downtrodden by low production of corn, the canning company switched to canning fancy grade 
corn instead.83  
Technology not only provided opportunities for men, but for women as well. The 1904 
Cokato Enterprise advertises the Cokato Canning Factory employing 75 to 125 people a 
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season.84 Akerlund’s photograph (figure 1.14) implies that some of these workers were women. 
Aside from the canning factories, jobs in town were limited to women, some obtaining 
occupations as schoolteachers or nurses.85 Even though the company was bought out by the 
Minnesota Valley Canning Company in 1924, women continued to have a role in this 
workplace.86 Revealing the sociocultural impact of technology on small communities. 
 
 
Figure 1.14. Cokato Canning Factory and employees. Photograph by Gust 
Akerlund. Circa early 1900. Akerlund Image Collection, Cokato Museum, Cokato, 
MN. 
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Figure 1.15. Northland Canning Company and employees. Photograph by Gust 
Akerlund, 1924. Akerlund Image Collection, Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. 
 
 
By 1924, a second canning factory called the Northland Canning Company was 
formed, bumping the number of canning factories in Cokato from one to two (see figure 
1.15).87 The company originally employed sixty local men and women.88 A few are pictured in 
the above photograph Akerlund took of Northland and its crew in 1924.89 The descendant of 
Northland, now Faribault Foods, still exists today and is one of the largest employers in the 
community.  
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All of these technological advancements shown by Akerlund’s photographs reveal an 
innovative community looking forward rather than holding to the technology of the past.  As 
shown, many individuals, like Akerlund, invented and brought into the community new ideas 
and industry, and actively sought different ways of doing things. In time, technology increased 














 Distinctly Diverse: Ethnicity and Religion of 1860-1920 Cokato  
 
 
From 1820-1950, a net of 32,000,000 immigrants made their home in the United States, 
and approximately 3.1 percent of them chose Minnesota.1 At a casual glance, the people of rural 
Minnesota seem to be a relatively homogeneous collection of families with European heritage. 
Today people would not necessarily consider Swedes, Finns, and Norwegians as diverse, but at 
the time of early immigration these people considered themselves very distinct from one 
another.2 Historical analysis also uncovers a more layered ethnic and religious demographic that 
evolved over several decades.3 Gust Akerlund’s photographs support this complexity, 
representing Cokato’s Old-Stock American, Swedish, Norwegian, Finnish, Protestant 
communities as well as its ethnic and religious minorities, all gradually morphing into a more 
generalized American culture during the 1920s.  
As a case study, Akerlund provides his own experience and perspective on immigration 
and life in Cokato. In some ways, his story loosely parallels those of other Swedish immigrants 
who, like Akerlund, learned trades and made a home in a new country and community. In other 
ways, Akerlund’s story distinguishes itself from many of Cokato’s other residents, and thus 
raises questions about uniformity.  
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Akerlund’s collection also contains religious images of six of the eight congregations 
geographically found in the Cokato area, capturing those who practice different beliefs. 
Akerlund’s photographs feature an assortment of confirmations, baptisms, church buildings, 
weddings, ministers, and parishioners—suggesting the importance of religious markers in the 
lives of community members. Akerlund’s photographs only miss the Methodist Church and St. 
Sigfried’s Episcopal Church in Cokato and its township, two churches that closed early in 
Akerlund’s career, revealing the rumbling of change that would accelerate in the 1920s.4 
However, before delving into the Akerlund photographs that reveal the evolution of Cokato 





Each of Cokato’s surrounding agriculturally-based communities differed according to 
ethnicity and religion. Annandale to the north was Swedish, Finnish, Dutch, Irish, and German 
with Catholic, Lutheran, and Methodist churches.5  Silver Lake to the south housed Polish, 
Bohemian, Moravian, English, Scottish, and Czech settlers who built Catholic and Presbyterian 
churches.6 To the east, Old-Stock Americans, Irish, and Germans filled church pews in Howard 
Lake’s Lutheran, Presbyterian, and Methodist churches.7 To the west, primarily Lutheran 
Swedes and Old-Stock Americans lived in Dassel.8 Of the four communities, Cokato related 
most to Dassel and its Swedish and second or third generation of American-born populations. 
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Even so, these communities remained distinct, owing their differences partly to interesting 
residents, like Gust Akerlund. 
Prior to the arrival of these northern European immigrants, Dakotas followed a seasonal 
round that took them through the wooded Cokato region, hunting, fishing, and gathering food 
until conflict, treaties, and settlers pushed them south and west in the late 1850s and early 
1860s.9 A native connection remains in the name Cokato, a Lakota word meaning “in the midst” 
or “in the middle.”10 Presumably this referred to being “in the middle” of the woods which once 
made up the topography of the area.11  
In 1856, American Josiah P. Mooers and his sons settled in what would become Moores 
Prairie, named after the first Old-Stock American family to establish a homestead in the area.12 
They and a small group of Yankee settlers cleared and farmed the area.13 In 1858, the first group 
of Swedish immigrants arrived, becoming one of Cokato’s core ethnic groups. 14 In 1862, the 
Homestead Act drew a plethora of immigrants to Minnesota.15 Although the abuse suffered by 
the Dakota at the hands of the government and an overwhelming number of settlers to the land 
reached a boiling point that year, most of the conflict that ensued took place west and south of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 Curtis-Wedge, History of Wright County Minnesota, vol. 1, 46-47. 
10 "Origin of the name 'Cokato'," Cokato Enterprise, October 20, 1966: 1. 
11 "Origin of the name 'Cokato'," 1. 
12 Lee and Staff of the Cokato Museum, Cokato's First Century, 1.; Cokato High School Seniors, "The Pioneer 
Period," Aurora 1924, 1924: 6.  
13 Lee and Staff of the Cokato Museum, Cokato's First Century, 1.; 
14 Alanen, Finns in Minnesota, 13.; Cokato High School Seniors, "The Pioneer Period," 6. Cokato High School’s 
1924 yearbook states that the first Swedish immigrants came not in 1858 but 1862 and were driven out in 1863 by 
an uprising led by Chief Little Crow. Jennifer Kotila, "Decendants of family killed by Dakota near Howard Lake 
reunites for 150th anniversary," Enterprise-Dispatch, July 8, 2013: 1A. The Aurora is most likely referring to the 
Dustin Massacre, in which the Dustin family was attacked by a group of Dakota two and a half miles west of 
Howard Lake on June 29, 1863. The attack and death of four of the six traveling family members caused some 
settlers to flee to Rockford. There is no concrete proof that Little Crow had anything to do with the event (Kotila, 
1A).  
15 Mary Lethert Wingerd, North Country The Making of Minnesota (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota 





Moores Prairie.16 When the United States Dakota War ended, federal troops officially exiled the 
Dakota from Minnesota.17 Following their exit, Minnesota’s non-Indian populations swelled, and 
by 1870, Minnesota’s population grew to 440,000 people.18 
In Cokato, chain migration began when its second largest immigrant group arrived during 
February of 1865. The first Finnish immigrant, Isaac Hare (Haara), filed a claim. Although that 
same year he vanished from historical record after his wife passed away, Hare’s homestead 
marked the beginning of Cokato becoming the second Finnish community in Minnesota. Shortly 
after Hare’s departure in 1865, Mathias Karjenaho, Elias Peltopera, and Johan Viinikka, all born 
in northern Finland, and Olaf Westerberg, a Finn from Varmland, walked fifty miles from 
Minneapolis to Cokato Lake, three miles north of Mooers Prairie (present day Cokato). The four 
Finns each claimed eighty-acre homesteads. Elias Peltopera built the first permanent home, 
which today is preserved by the Cokato Finnish Historical Society, a testament to Cokato Finnish 
residents’ long-standing effort to maintain ancestral identity.19  
Word spread quickly of Cokato’s agricultural potential, gaining the interest of other 
Swedes, Norwegians, and Finns in other states, such as Michigan, and their respective countries 
across the ocean.20 By 1867, the four Finnish settlers were joined by Finns Isak and Eva Barberg 
(Parpa) and later other Finns hailing primarily from north of the Gulf of Bothnia.21 In 1868, the 
Barbergs, Selvalas, and Salmonsons, all Finnish families, built the Savu Sauna, which became 
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18 Ibid. 
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the center of the first Finnish lawsuit in 1885 (more on that later).22 In 1868, the St. Paul and 
Pacific Railway reached Cokato, the newfound accessibility encouraged the following surge of 
settlers and immigrants.23  
 Finns and Swedes were not the only immigrants to settle in Cokato and its township. A family 
or two of Germans, Irish, English, and Canadians, popular in other surrounding communities, 
such as Dassel and Howard Lake, also made their home in Cokato.24 These token families, 
however, took a back seat to Cokato’s third largest immigrant group, the Norwegians. 
Norwegian Berger Thurstenson came to the United States in 1861 and served in the Union army 
during the Civil War. In 1869, he moved to Cokato and opened a hotel and tavern. He also 
served on the first board of village trustees.25 Eventually, other Norwegians joined him, and by 
1905 there was an equal number of Finns and Norwegians living in the village.26 
The majority of Minnesota’s Swedish settlements sprang up heavily along the St. Paul and 
Pacific Railway once it opened. Primarily hailing from the southern half of Sweden, the Swedes 
began trickling into Cokato, some settling just a couple miles south, forming Stockholm. This 
unincorporated settlement relied on Cokato for its access to the St. Paul and Pacific Railway. 
Farmers made up the majority of Stockholm and Cokato township. One man who influenced this 
phenomenon was Hans Mattson, a promoter of immigration to Minnesota and a land agent for 
the railroad. As more Swedes settled in the area, they appealed to other relatives and friends still 
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in Sweden to emmigrate. This, fitting with the common immigration theme of chain migration, 
created a network that helped establish and assimilate those who came to join them.27  
The railroad also influenced Finnish settlement. By 1870, at least twenty Finnish families 
lived in the area, with numbers creeping up to seventy-five families within the next ten years. 
Not all of these families, however, resided in town; many established farms in Cokato, French 
Lake, Dassel, Kingston, Albion, and Corinna townships. In 1879, Barberg took the first Finnish 
census of a thirty-five by fifty mile segment of the Cokato area, finding 450 Finnish immigrants, 
400 of whom lived on farms.28  
While this first wave of immigrants flowed into Cokato, August (Gust) Akerlund existed 
only as a twinkle in his mother’s eye. Born on August 6, 1872 in Hassjo Parish, Vasternorrland, 
Sweden, Akerlund was the eldest of his three brothers: Alexander, Elon, and Verner.29 By the 
time Akerlund reached the age of two, Henry C. Bull a wealthy, Old-Stock American Protestant 
man moved to Cokato. Bull, like the Mooers family, is a solid example of Old-Stock American 
identity and influence within Cokato. In contrast to the Mooers who graced the middle-class, 
Bull ranked among the upper class, revealing that ethnic identity did not always mean wealth. 
Attuned to the needs of the community, Bull founded the State Bank of Cokato in 1892 with the 
aid of Austin Woodward of St. Paul and Fred Kenatson of Wahpeton, North Dakota.30  
This association reaffirms that residents of Cokato were connected to the world outside of 
town even in the late 1800s. Bull had his hand in many of Cokato’s enterprises, some including 
the Farmers’ Elevator Company, Cokato Canning Company, and the Cokato Creamery 
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Association.31 Throughout his time in Cokato, Bull became and remained one of the most 
influential and affluent men in town.32 Bull, and other American settlers such as the Mooers, 
retained a strong presence throughout their time in Cokato remaining active within the 
community. Some of the original settlers, including Bull, did eventually move to other villages 
when transportation improved, opening up new opportunities out west.33 Not to be surpassed by 
the Americans, the immigrants began forming their own businesses as well, the groups even 
jointly establishing Cokato’s Creamery Association in 1894.34 
Although the bulk of the Finnish immigrants were farmers, Finns such as Jacob Ojanpera, 
networked and supported each other in the new land. Ojanpera engaged in a variety of 
enterprises, working as a farmer, and serving as a founding member of the State Bank of Cokato, 
Cokato Cannery, Cokato Creamery, and other business ventures. In his article “Ojanpera—civic 
leader, community organizer,” David Tapio states that Ojanpera’s legacy lies with his aid to 
Finns coming to America, providing them with finances for tickets and jobs when they arrived.35 
This close relationship between those of the same ethnic origin illustrates how residents 
considered their ethnic group distinct from the others, revealing how ethnicity had a greater 
significance than a unified national identity.  
For the most part, Cokato’s different ethnic groups cooperated amongst themselves, 
although conflict arouse between people with distinct values and traditions. For example, some 
Old-Stock Americans and immigrants did not always understand Finnish culture, or for that 
matter any cultures unlike their own. In 1885, Finlander Nils Selvala sued the village of Cokato. 
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The conflict first began when a country road was put in next to the Barberg, Selvala, and 
Salmonson sauna, which was built back in 1868. It is a cultural norm in Finland to sauna naked, 
but to Americans traveling down the road who witnessed this practice it was a culture shock. 
After a number of complaints, village authorites demanded the sauna be moved from the road, 
but refused to help pay for its removal. Selvala sued and won.36 Conflicts like this debunk the 
quintessential view of a unified and homogeneous small rural community.   
By the 1890s, Minnesota became the leading state in Swedish immigrants, with over 
60,000 Swedes. Most were young, single adults, forty-five percent of whom lived in the Twin 
Cities. While the men worked in the saw and flourmills, many women labored as domestic 
servants. The more ambitious sought education and learned a trade, which catapulted them into 
jobs as business owners, lawyers, bankers, and other prominent roles.37  
In rural Cokato, Swedish immigrants also exhibited ingenuity learning various skills that 
eventually led some to establishing themselves as business leaders in the community. For 
example, resident A. Almquist, who moved from Carver to Wright County in 1860 and the 
unincorporated town of Stockholm in 1866, progressed from farming, to carpentry, to building. 
By 1898, Almquist had owned a hardware and tinware business for six years, and acquired 
nineteen acres near town on which he built his residence and vineyards. Nels Olson trained as a 
blacksmith before emigrating from Sweden in 1887. His first job in the states, however, was as a 
farm laborer. Eventually, Olson learned English working as a store clerk, and then quit to resume 
his role as a blacksmith.38 Similar to other Minnesota Swedes in the Twin Cities and Cokato, 
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Akerlund followed a similar upward pattern from immigrant laborer, to apprentice, to successful 
business professional.  
After one year in the Swedish military service, Akerlund immigrated to the United States 
in 1893.39 Following a previous wave of immigrants who left due to poor crops in Sweden, 
Akerlund first settled, not in Minnesota, but in Merrill, Wisconsin.40 In 1894, Akerlund began 
working at a local sawmill as a laborer and lumber salesman before pursuing photography.41 One 
year later, Akerlund became an apprentice at the Williams and Jones Studio, located within the 
Wenzel and Duteau Hardware Store in Merrill, and learned photography from fellow Swede, 
John A. Jones.42 During his apprenticeship with Williams and Jones Studio, Akerlund continued 
working for the sawmill as a salesman.43 While employed at the sawmill, Akerlund lived in a 
boarding house with four other immigrant men working as laborers. This 1900 residence is the 
only known place Akerlund lived in during his time in Wisconsin.44 
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By 1900, Cokato village was mostly Swedish, Norwegian, and Finnish, with the 
American-born descendants beginning to surpass its predecessors. The area surrounding the town 
mirrored suit, deviating from the village with a larger numbers of Finns and a smattering of 
Germans and Old-Stock Americans.45 As the town and businesses grew, the Cokato area 
continued to draw immigrant families and opportunity seekers like Akerlund.  
 
 
Figure 2.1 Self-Portrait of Gust Akerlund. 
Photograph by Gust Akerlund, 1922. Akerlund 
Image Collection, Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. 
 
 
By the time Akerlund, a photographer and a two-year United States citizen, purchased the 
Fred Hanson Photography Studio in Cokato in December 1902, the demographics of Cokato had 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  





changed.46 The primarily Swedish and Finnish immigrant population began to give way to their 
American-born descendants, assimilated to both the English language and American culture. 
Immigrants still arrived, however, and not all of them came to Cokato to stay or had an easy time 
settling in. Even Akerlund experienced challenges. Although he finally owned his own 
photography business, Akerlund’s letters reveal the difficulty he faced running a business in a 
new community, and he, like many immigrants starting out, worked long and hard to establish 
himself. Although he decently grasped English, it is apparent in his writings that English was not 
his first language. In a letter Akerlund wrote to P. Laatach of Merrill, Wisconsin on April 20, 
1903, he stated “business is getting to be good it was kind of slow for a while I kind of regret that 
I bought the place. I could hardly make my expenses but I have plenty of work now...”47 Judging 
by what Akerlund wrote to potential buyer E. H. Magaw in Lester Prairie on November 18, 
business picked up. In fact Akerlund said, “The business is good I have more work than I can 
take on.”48 He then mentioned, “There is no competition in this town and very light competition 
in the nearby towns...”49 Although Akerlund declared to have grown his business, he still sought 
to sell it. This particular sale, however, did not happen, and the town, and his business seemed to 
grow on Akerlund. 
In 1905, Cokato village’s 721 population reveals the growth of families along with the 
presence of immigration. Of the 476 “American born” people, the 444 born in Minnesota were 
mostly children of immigrants, outnumbering Cokato’s Old-Stock. Of the immigrant population 
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in town, 205 (28.4%) hailed from Sweden, eleven (1.5%) from Finland, and eleven (1.5%) from 
Norway. The remaining population of eighteen (2.5%) represented those born in Denmark, 
Germany, Italy, Canada, and England.50  
Cokato township’s demographic reveals some ethnic groups like the Finns, preferred 
farming to village life. As a whole, Cokato township’s 1353 population was larger than the 
village’s, probably due to the prevalence of agriculture in the area. Similar to the village’s sixty-
six percent of people born in the United States, the township housed 61% (826 people). Of this 
group, 747 of those were born in Minnesota, many also from immigrants. The township’s larger 
immigrant populations is revealed in its numbers, 305 (22.5%) from Sweden, 175 (12.9%) from 
Finland, thirty-six (2.6%) from Norway, and the remaining eleven (0.8%) from Canada, 
Denmark, Germany, and Russia.51  
Cokato area’s dense population of Swedish immigrants differentiated it from other small 
rural communities, putting its Swedish population more in league with Minnesota’s major cities. 
In the rest of Minnesota, the Swedish population reached over 126,000 people, with 44% living 
in the Twin Cities.52 In towns over 3,000 about 7.6% were from Sweden, making Cokato’s 
Swedish population exceptionally large in comparison.53 Minnesota’s smaller Finnish 
population, on the other hand, reached 10,725 settlers in 1900, making 1905 Cokato 1.7% of its 
entirety.54  
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By 1905, Akerlund invested in his business, gradually adding improvements to his studio 
including, as previously mentioned, moving it to its current location. With his purchase of his 
first automobile, Akerlund’s photography practice took him to different farms and churches in 
the area, enabling him to meet a variety of different individuals, a variety shown in his pictures 
later in this chapter. Akerlund brought uniqueness to Cokato himself. Mechanically-minded, 
Akerlund was by today’s standards a motor head, “tech geek,” and inventor. Even reporters of 
the Cokato Enterprise boasted “There are few things about the innards of an automobile that he 
can’t tell you.”55   
In 1913, Akerlund sold the photography studio and returned to Sweden before January 
27, 1914, to visit his father and two of his brothers.56  Visiting the home country was not 
uncommon. For example, wealthy Cokato immigrant and businessman Andrew L. Thelander 
visited Sweden twice after he made Cokato his new home.57 It is interesting to note, however, 
that Thelander was a businessman, like Akerlund, and possibly had more flexibility to travel 
compared to a farmer who had to care for animals and crops.  
Before May 1915, Akerlund had returned from Sweden.58 Akerlund’s visit to Sweden 
ended with the outbreak of World War I, as he wished to avoid being drafted into the Swedish 
army.59 In February 1918, Akerlund bought his business back from Swedburg and resumed 
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taking photographs of the people of Cokato.60 Although he was no longer working at the garage, 
Akerlund still exercised his mechanical skills by running a radio repair shop out of his studio.61  
 
Religious and Ethnic Diversity 
 
 
Throughout its history, churches served to both divide and unify segments of Cokato. For 
many church members, religious life is a vital aspect of the community, drawing together people 
of similar beliefs, cultures, and social classes. Churches also connected communities to the 
outside world through their association with their national synod and sometimes influential 
patrons. Like today, churches contributed to the charitable and spiritual growth of society. For 
churchgoers, pivotal life events are marked by theological traditions such as baptism, first 
communion, confirmation, marriage, and last rights. From the 1860s through the 1920s, many 
early congregations helped to preserve and amplify the ethnic culture of their congregation.  
Throughout Minnesota, many early churches identified with ethnicity as well as religion. 
In addition, people of one ethnicity had many different beliefs. For example, the Swedes primary 
joined Swedish Baptist, Mission Covenant, Augustana Lutheran Synod, and Swedish Methodist 
churches.62 The Finns, by comparison, were mostly Lutheran, ranging from Apostolic 
(Laestadian) Lutheran, to the Finnish Evangelical Church of America (Suomi Synod), and the 
Finnish-American National Evangelical Lutheran Church.63 Old-Stock Americans primarily 
chose to join Congregational, Presbyterian, Methodist, and Episcopal churches.64 
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From the 1860s to the early 1920s, Cokato’s immigrant-based congregations also used 
and preserved the language and traditions of their homeland. The village of Cokato and its 
township had eight churches. In the village Christians formed the Methodist Episcopal Church, 
St. Sigfried’s Episcopal Church, Swedish Christian Mission Church, Swedish Baptist Church, 
and the Swedish Evangelical Lutheran Church, in Varmland, Wright County, Minnesota. Cokato 
Township, on the other hand, housed the Finnish Apostolic Lutheran Church, Hy-Way 
Lighthouse to Christ Church, and the Swedish Evangelical Lutheran Church at Crow River, 
Wright County, Minnesota.  
In an area heavily saturated with Swedish and Finnish settlers, it is not surprising that the 
majority of Cokato’s congregations were commonly associated with those two ethnic groups. In 
fact, in Cokato Township, where the oldest churches in the Cokato area were established, 
immigrant groups frequently resided near their own ethnically affiliated church (see figure 2.2). 
For example, four churches in the Cokato area identified themselves as Swedish and conducted 








Figure 2.2. Rough map of where immigrant groups settled in Cokato township and 
the location of a few (not all) local churches in the township. Modified image of a 




Of the four “Swedish” churches in Cokato and its township, two were Evangelical 
Lutheran. As shown by the history and geographical location of these two churches, Swedish 





needing more than one church (see figure 2.2). 65  These two churches’ original names are the 
Swedish Evangelical Lutheran Church, in Varmland, Wright County, Minnesota (referred to as 
Cokato Lutheran Church in subsequent text) and the North Crow River (Knapp) Evangelical 
Lutheran Church.66  
Religious trends connected Cokato residents to other communities. In fact, Cokato’s two 
Evangelical churches are actually affiliated with two others outside of Cokato’s township, the 
Mooers Prairie congregation (Stockholm Lutheran Church) in Stockholm Township and Grace 
Evangelical Lutheran Church in French Lake Township. The Stockholm Lutheran Church, 
organized in 1866, is actually the “mother” or predecessor of the four local Evangelical 
congregations. Cokato Lutheran Church, in Cokato village and North Crow River Church, in 
Cokato Township, were both founded in 1870 and built to fulfill the needs of other Evangelicals 
in the area. At first, pastor Reverend (Rev.) J. G. Langerstrom served all three parishes until 
other pastors were assigned. Eventually, the North Crow River congregation split to form its 
sister church, the Grace Evangelical Lutheran Church, in French Lake Township.67 All four of 
these churches are connected to the national Augustana Synod, which was the largest Swedish 
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Figure 2.3 Interior Stockholm Lutheran Church. Photograph by Gust Akerlund, crica early 
1910. Akerlund Image Collection, Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. 
 
Akerlund’s photographs represent the congregations of these four Evangelical churches, 
revealing the parishes shared a photographer as well as faith. Most of Akerlund’s religious 
photographs are of parishioners, however as figure 2.3 indicates, Akerlund occasionally 
documented church buildings. His work provides an illustration of the inside and outside of a 
few of these parishes. Figure 2.3 is a rare look into the elaborate original interior of the 
Stockholm Lutheran Church before its décor was changed to a more modest design more typical 
of Lutherans. The embellishments in the archway nod to a Swedish influence, providing further 





pews in the photograph reveal, when compared to Akerlund’s other interior shots of other 
churches, that these features hold religious significance to more than one denomination. Also, the 
large painting of Jesus suggests that he is important to the teachings of this parish.69  
Some churches distinguished themselves due to their connections and benefactors. 
Cokato Swedish Baptist Church emerged on June 11, 1871, when nine Swedish individuals met. 
Its second church building, built in 1898 on Broadway Avenue South near U.S. Highway 12, 
received stained glass windows from James J. Hill, a wealthy businessman affiliated with 
railroads.70 Hill even visited Cokato once in 1911, although the visit focused on the school and 
not the parish.71  
Different religions emphasize the division of beliefs even amongst those of the same 
ethnicity. The Svenska Kristna Missions Forsamling, Elim (referred to as Elim Mission Church 
in subsequent text) followed different teachings than the Evangelical Lutherans. Founded in 
Cokato village after the Cokato Lutheran Church, the Elim Mission Church’s origin date, 
November 19, 1908, reveals an evolving diversification of beliefs in Cokato from the late 19th to 
the early 20th century.72  
Compared to the Swedes, the Finns had their own set of beliefs, forming their own 
congregation that preserved Finnish culture and language. For example, the Finns founded 
Cokato Apostolic Lutheran Church (here on called the Apostolic Church) was influenced by the 
teachings of nineteenth-century northern Sweden revivalist Lars Levi Laestadious while the 
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Swedish Evangelicals Lutherans followed the teachings of Martin Luther.73 A staunch believer in 
repentance, Laesadious instilled the need for a tight-knit religious community.74 As stated by 
Arnold Alanen, Finnish Apostolic immigrants tended to settle in rural areas where followers 
could instill “a Spartan, family-centured life-style emphasizing faith and hard work.”75 In 1872, 
Cokato’s Finns founded the Apostolic Church with Isaac Barberg as its first minister.76  With 
services held in Finnish, local church members Carl Harju and Elaine Nikula profess this church 
was the only one in the Finnish community “attended by all of the ‘church-going’ people.”77 In 
time, branches of this congregation formed in other areas, much like the Swedish Evangelical 
Church, but the Cokato Township location remained its main hub.78 Although the Apostolic 
Church defined itself as Finnish, not every congregation within Cokato associated with ethnicity.  
The short life of the St. Sigfried’s Episcopal Church and the Methodist Episcopal 
parishes confirm that either belief changed or Cokato’s population evolved, the Old-Stock 
Americans possibly moving to other communities. In 1893, Cokato’s St. Sigfried’s Episcopal 
Church, a Swedish congregation formerly Lutheran, was accepted into the Episcopal synod.79  
The Church of Sweden gave its blessings to the congregation to use its “liturgy and vestments,” 
connecting Cokato closer to the practices and beliefs of the Old World than the Lutheran 
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churches who followed the Augustana Synod.80 The church building was located within the 
village of Cokato, on the northeast corner of Peterson Park.81 When Akerlund moved to Cokato, 
the church was still operating, but there are no identified negatives or prints that reveal the 
church ever hired him to record any functions, possibly because of fading state of the church.82  
By 1910, Minnesota was home to eight Swedish Episcopal churches.83 The church in Cokato 
remained active through 1917, but by 1923 only fifteen families were members of the 
congregation.84 St. Sigfried’s Episcopal Church officially closed circa 1927, its building 
remaining empty till it was torn down.85 Although a short lifespan, this church reveals that some 
people in Cokato, for a time anyway, did not follow the same beliefs as those who went to the 
larger churches in the community.  
The history of the Methodist Episcopal Church and its congregation in Cokato has also 
faded into oblivion, marking changes in resident’s beliefs or a loss of the ethnic population 
associated with the church. The church was possibly a member of the Methodist Episcopal 
Church founded by a group led by John Wesley in Baltimore, Maryland in 1784.86 He taught that 
true holiness was possible in the here and now.87 As there are no records for the Methodist 
church, it is hard to distinguish which ethnic groups comprised its congregation, although, as 
previously mentioned, Methodist churches tended to attract Old-Stock Americans.88 Its origins 
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began around 1874-1875 with its congregation holding services fairly steadily until the very 
early 1900s.89 The dwindling congregation was likely the reason the parish never hired 
Akerlund. By 1914, the church building and land was sold to the Swedish Christian Mission 
Church, present day Elim Mission Church.90  
 
 
Figure 2.4. Gospel Serenaders Band at Akerlund studio featuring Earl, Doris, Dorene, 
Earlene Hayes. Photograph by Gust Akerlund, 1938. Akerlund Image Collection, Cokato 
Museum, Cokato, MN. 
 
 
The Hy-Way Lighthouse to Christ Church is an example of a small population of people 
in town who thought differently from the dominant Protestant groups. Doris and Earl Hayes 
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ministered the Hy-Way Lighthouse to Christ Church for over twenty years.91 This small 
interdenominational congregation welcomed people of all faiths, traditions, and backgrounds.92 
The church was located in a small building west of Cokato on U.S. Highway 12.93 As records for 
this church are almost nonexistent, Akerlund’s photograph is a rarity--an exceptional look into 
the Hayes’ family who nurtured the people they ministered (see figure 2.4). The photograph of 
Doris is the only one of a female minister in Akerlund’s collection, suggesting that this religious 
denomination was more open to women holding more ministerial duties than Cokato’s other 
parishes at the time. The photograph also highlights the importance of music in spreading the 
Gospel in the Hy-Way to Christ Church, providing evidence of religious traditions followed by 
the church’s ministers.  In addition, the presence of both the children and parents suggests family 
played an important role in the congregation. More than that, Akerlund supplies faces to names, 
connecting written record and humanity.94 
Churches like Hy-Way Lighthouse to Christ, the Methodist church, and the Episcopal 
Church faded into the past, marking a change in the beliefs of the residents, and possibly changes 
in the population. Throughout the state, the number of churches dropped by 378 parishes from 
1906 to 1956, influenced by the merging of separate synods and theologies, particularly in the 
case of Scandinavian Lutherans.95 By 1906, there were 838,442 registered churchgoers.96 The 
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bulk of the denominations broke down as roughly 54% Protestant and 45% Catholic.97 Although 
short lived, the people of these churches built, for a time anyway, a congregation of their own. 
Other faiths in Cokato lacked this luxury.  
 
 
Figure 2.5. Catholic first communion. Photograph by 
Gust Akerlund. Date Unknown. Akerlund Image 
Collection, Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. 
 
 
Compared to the rest of Minnesota, Cokato housed an incredibly small population of 
Catholics, leading them to search outside of Cokato in order to worship. The search for a 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  





congregation led Cokato’s Catholics to the nearest parishes in Annandale, Darwin, Silver Lake, 
and Waverly, towns inhabited by Irish, German, Bohemian, and Polish immigrants. Akerlund’s 
photograph of the Catholic girl in her first communion ceremonial garb is one of the few 
representations of Catholic religious traditions in the Akerlund Image Collection and in written 
works on Cokato, alluding to the scarcity of Catholics in Cokato during Akerlund’s time (see 
figure 2.5). Part of the reason for the lack of Catholics might be due to an underlying anti-
Catholic sentiment shared by some members of the community and in other parts of the state.  
Throughout Minnesota and the nation, anti-Catholicism presented itself in different ways. 
For example, it revealed itself in early organizations such as the anti-Catholic American 
Protective Association (A.P.A.).98 Largely supported by Lutheran Scandinavians, the A.P.A. 
thrived in Minnesota for a few years pre 1900, promoting its distain for non-Protestant 
immigration.99 Anti-Catholicism also revealed itself in other Minnesota towns. Historian Richard 
V. Francaviglia in The North Star State: a Minnesota History Reader gives his account of 
conflict in the town of Sleepy Eye, where residents used the term Protestant and Catholic as well 
as location to define the clashing sides.100  
Cokato also has its own experiences with anti-Catholicism. For example, as a fifteen-
year-old in 1928, J. Millard Ahlstrom remembers more than one adult bashing the Catholic faith, 
one even claiming that the Catholic churches in Waverly and Silver Lake “had machine guns and 
hand grenades in their basements.”101 There were those like Ahlstrom’s father thought 
differently. When Ahlstrom told his father about what he heard, his father reminded him about 
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the two brothers, Larry and Joe Hendrickson, whom his father called “two of the best boys in 
town.”102 The only two Catholics in Cokato at the time, Joe was friends with Ahlstrom and 
Ahlstrom looked up to Larry, who was older. They attended mass in Waverly.103 Although the 




Figure 2.7. Larry and Joe Hendrickson with their 
father Hjalmer Hendrickson. Photograph by Gust 
Akerlund. Circa 1928. Akerlund Image Collection, 
Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. 
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The Akerlund portrait of Larry and Joe Hendrickson posing with their father, Hjalmer 
reveals religion is not a defining factor based on appearance (see figure 2.6). If one did not know 
the background of the Hendrickson family, they would probably never guess the family was 
Catholic. It is one of a small handful of portraits Akerlund has that can be traced to Catholicism. 
These portraits in Akerlund’s collection reveal that he, unlike others in Cokato, did not have a 
problem with Catholics, at least not when it came to photographing them. Akerlund and 
Ahlstrom’s story in mind, it is clear there existed in town different beliefs in what was 
considered an “acceptable” faith. With so few photographs of Catholics in Akerund’s collection, 
it is not surprising some classes, like the previously mentioned Cokato High School Senior Class 
of 1924 had no Catholics among the thirty-one students.105 Distance to churches, prejudice 
against Catholics, and being a minority aside, Akerlund’s photographs along, with written 
sources, reveal Catholic community members still put in the time and effort to worship, and 
teach the next generation about their faith.  
Overall, Akerlund’s photographs are a solid start in representing various aspects of 
Cokato’s different faiths, even providing a rare look into Cokato’s early religious minorities. 
Although most of his photographs are of buildings and people, further examination of his 
photographs provide subtle insight into religious rites of passage and places of worship, hinting 
at the differences and similarities between Cokato’s various denominations and their ethnic 
origins. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  








Americanization: The Evolution of Identity and Values 
  
 
Events during the 1920s influenced major transformations for small rural villages, 
altering the quintessential, American vision of a remote, homogeneous, and united community.1 
Consistent with state trends, Cokato developed an increasing uniformity on the surface.2 
Akerlund’s religious and ethnic photographs and portraits document this change. They show 
Cokato’s personal evolution from a diverse immigrant community to a more English-speaking, 
American identity. Even so, ethnic and religious divisions present in Akerlund’s photographs, 
reveal some persistent diversity through the 1940s. As revealed in previous chapters, Cokato was 
never completely removed from the outside world. From the 1920s to the 1940s the evolution of 
new technology within the community enabled residents to better communicate and travel. In 
fact, its individuals continued to define and shape Cokato to their own preference—further 





Religion continued to play an active role from 1920s-1950s, that while both dividing and 
unifying the people of Cokato. Alongside the written history of the churches of Cokato and its 
township, Akerlund’s photographs suggest how religion during this era influenced individuals, 
society, personal beliefs and important life moments. In addition, Akerlund’s photographs show 
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some methods these churches used to adapt in order to survive and serve in these changing 
times.4 
Managing the spirituality and education of the youth is a consistent objective of Cokato’s 
parishes to ensure the next generation of churchgoers (see figure 3.1). Many Akerlund church 
photographs feature youth programs and achievements, reinforcing that churches sought to 
encourage the faith of the young. Activities like Sunday School unified children of similar 
spiritual beliefs and ethnicities (see figure 3.1).5  
 
 
Figure 3.1 Baptist Sunday School and teachers with Reverend and Mrs. Omark in front of 
Baptist church. Photograph by Gust Akerlund. Circa 1920s. Akerlund Image Collection, 
Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. 
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The church appealed to adults as well as the youth for their service to their congregation 
and community. In general, some form of the Ladies Aid and their male counterparts are found 
in many denominations including the Lutheran synods.6 Examples of both the men and women’s 
organizations are in the Akerlund Image Collection.7 Figure 3.2 is featured in the Cokato 
Evengelical Lutheran Church’s Cokato Chronicle A History of Cokato Evengelical Lutheran 
Church Founded 1870, which was written for the parish’s 75th Anniversary.8 This infers that 
Akerlund’s photographs are still vital for church records. Groups like the Ladies Aid provided 
spiritual and charitable acts, such as raising funds for the choir, cemetery, mission groups, and 
improvements to the church building, in the name of the parish (See figure 3.2).9 For the Cokato 
Lutheran Church, the Ladies Aid conducted fundraisers for parish funds and missions.10 
Akerlund’s photographs reinforce the value churches have in the service provided by these 




	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 Swanson, “History of First Baptist Church,” 4. Swedish Baptists, for example, also had a Ladies Aid program. 
7 Gust Akerlund, Akerlund Image Collection, 1902-1950, Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN.; Figure 3.2. Cokato 
Lutheran Church Ladies Aid with Reverend Wagner, Photograph by Gust Akerlund, circa 1920s. Akerlund Image 
Collection, Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. 
8 Cokato Evengelical Lutheran Church, Cokato Chronicle, 43. 
9	  Ibid. 52-54.	  






Figure 3.2. Cokato Lutheran Church Ladies Aid with Reverend Wagner, Photograph 




Figure 3.2 along with the other women’s organization photographs in the Akerlund 
collection, reinforce that women played a significant role both in worship and service in Cokato. 
The photograph above was likely the 35th Anniversary of the Cokato Lutheran Church’s Ladies 
Aid held in 1921.11 If so, the photograph reveals a way many women united in assisting the 
community and church since 1886. On a whole, the 1920s for the women of Cokato brought 
major changes, including the right to vote, hold office, and participate in sports.12 For example, 
in 1921, Ida Sparks Clark became the first, and only, woman mayor of Cokato, and the second 
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woman mayor in Minnesota.13 Akerlund’s collection features her portrait, along with portraits 
other influential women in Cokato. As it is, Akerlund’s photographs are one source that 
represents this often-overlooked population. As shown by the presence of Reverend Wagner in 
the photograph, men still presided over women in the 1920s.14 In fact, as previously reflected, 
aside from Hy-Way to Christ Church, Akelrund’s photographs reveal women did not hold 
ministerial roles in Cokato’s congregations during Akerlund’s career.  
 
 
Figure 3.3 Elim Mission Church confirmation class with Reverend Benjamin 
Lundstrom, Photograph by Gust Akerlund, 1943. Akerlund Image Collection, Cokato 
Museum, Cokato, MN. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 Ellison, "March is Women's History Month," 4. 
14 Cokato Evengelical Lutheran Church, Cokato Chronicle, 52.; Figure 3.2. Cokato Lutheran Church Ladies Aid 








Religious rights of passage, such as confirmation, are defined as important life events for 
many churchgoing people in Cokato. The majority of the identified church photographs in the 
Akerlund Image Collection are confirmation photographs and parishioners. Of these, Akerlund’s 
confirmation photographs in his collection represent eighteen churches. One church missing 
from Akerlund’s confirmation photograph collection is the Swedish Baptist Church.15 This 
omission is due to a difference in Baptist religious doctrine, where, unlike Lutherans, 
parishioners are baptized and become fully a part of the faith when they reach adulthood.16 For 
the other churches in Akerlund’s collection that do practice confirmation, many take their 
photograph, as figure 3.3 shows, inside the church while others are snapped in Akerlund’s studio. 
Also, many confirmation photographs are single portraits while others are group shots like the 
photograph above. Churches in the 1940s hiring a professional photographer to record this 
theological event, at a time when cameras were more prevalent than previous years, implies that 
confirmation marked an important spiritual rite of passage for each denomination. In addition, 
the various confirmation photographs reveals the different ways individual churches practiced 
the same religious traditions.17 
Aside from religious significance, the people in these confirmation photographs confirm 
ethnic distinction of certain parishes. For example, figure 3.3 is of the 1943 confirmation class, 
which was the fifteenth class of the Elim Mission Church, then called the Swedish Christian 
Mission Church.18 Some of the students last names, like Lundstrom and Nyquist are very 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15 Gust Akerlund, Akerlund Image Collection, 1902-1950, Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. 
16 BBC, “Religions,” BBC, last modified June 23, 2009, accessed May 25, 2017, 
www.bbc.co.uk/religion/religions/christianity/ritesrituals/confirmation_1.shtml. 
17 Figure 3.3 Elim Mission Church confirmation class with Reverend Benjamin Lundstrom, Photograph by Gust 
Akerlund, 1943. Akerlund Image Collection, Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. 
18 Figure 3.3 Elim Mission Church confirmation class with Reverend Benjamin Lundstrom, Photograph by Gust 





Swedish in origin, revealing the ethnicities that persisted in churches into the 1940s. Similarly, 
Akerlund’s confirmation photographs from the Apostolic Lutheran church capture children with 
very Finnish last names.19 Further implying some denominations continued to draw those of a 
particular ethnic ancestry. 
Akerlund periodically attended the Swedish Christian Mission Church, his wife Esther 
being a devout follower. Still he was not a regular churchgoer, and did not always agree with 
everything that was preached. The most marked incident occurred when he purchased a radio 
and the current pastor met the new technology with condemnation. Defying the opposition, 
Akerlund kept his radio and attended fewer services.20 Akerlund’s story reveals that not everyone 
in Cokato followed social moves of church leaders, suggesting that although the churches 
affected Cokato, they did not always appeal to the spirituality of every community member.  
Although churches continued to play a role in unifying and dividing the people of 
Cokato, they along with the community, experienced change. As the American-born generations 
began entering the ranks, ethnic traditions that once held an important role in the identity of the 
parish began to fade. In particular, languages spoken in these churches changed.  
 
Religion: Transition to English 
 
 
As the gap between immigrant and American born generations grew, ethnic identity 
faded into Americanization. Parishes who once defined themselves by their immigrant founders, 
holding services in their mother language, soon saw the need to change or lose the new English-
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Anniversary 1909-2009 Great is thy faithfulness Elim Mission Church Cokato, MN, (Cokato, MN: Elim Mission 
Church, 2009), 13. 
19 Gust Akerlund,. Akerlund Image Collection, 1902-1950, Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. 
20 Mike Worcester, interview by Johanna Ellison, January 21, 2017, interview notes, Cokato Museum Archives, 
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speaking generation. In general, Cokato’s congregations transitioned in the 1920s, each 
experiencing resistance along the way.  
 
 
Figure 3.4. Evangelical Lutheran Church Interior. Photograph by Gust Akerlund, Date 
Unknown. Akerlund Image Collection, Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. 
 
 
Akerlund’s photograph above shows how churches like the Cokato Lutheran Church 
incorporated their associated ethnic language into their parish (figure 3.4). The Swedish language 
painted above the Cokato Lutheran Churches altar is an obvious representation of the initial 





Lutheran Church held onto its Swedish language and culture until the late 1920s.21 Previously, 
all services, Sunday schools, and Confirmation classes were in Swedish, but as the youth ceased 
to be bilingual, adversity presented itself. Reverend (Rev.) Wagner (see figure 3.2) saw the need 
for this transition, writing in his January 1, 1920 annual report, “We rejoice in the growth in the 
Sunday School under the worthy and systematic leadership of Dr. J.T. Ahlstrom. But all of us are 
disturbed by the thought of how to bring the children into the life of the church’s worship, when 
the language of worship cannot be understood by the children. We must meet the need or lose the 
young people.”22  
The parish was reluctant at first, but from 1919 to 1929, Rev. Wagner assisted in easing 
in English services until English became the official language of the church in 1929.23 However, 
the Augustana Synod, which the Cokato Lutheran Church was a part of, remained associated 
with its Swedish background until 1962 when it merged with other Lutheran groups.24 The 
reason behind the synod’s strong ties to its ethnic roots, which lasted beyond the Baptist and 
Mission’s church, is an interesting conundrum. Why did this religious branch succeed in holding 
onto its Swedish identity for so long? Even today, the Cokato Lutheran Church (now called the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church of Cokato) recognizes its ethnic spiritual traditions. For example it 
still practices the Scandinavian celebrated holiday St. Lucia Day.25 Nevertheless, this distinction 
shows that different churches believed in different values, which widened the divide in the 
identities of Cokato residents. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21 Figure 3.4. Evangelical Lutheran Church Interior. Photograph by Gust Akerlund, Date Unknown. Akerlund Image 
Collection, Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. 
22 Reverend J. A. Wagner, Annual Report, (January 1, 1920), quoted in Cokato Evengelical Lutheran Church, 
Cokato Chronicle A History of Cokato Evengelical Lutheran Church Founded 1870, ed. Paul H. Andreen, B. A 
Bolstrom, and Carlton R. Lee, (Cokato, MN, 1945). 41-42. 
23 Cokato Evengelical Lutheran Church, Cokato Chronicle, 42. 
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  Lewis, Swedes In Minnesota, 51.	  
25 Evangelical Lutheran Church, 125th Anniversary Booklet and 1995 Directory of Evangelical Lutheran Church, 





The Cokato Apostolic Lutheran’s switch from Finnish to English began in the early 
1920s when pastor Niilo Saastamoinen introduced a bilingual confirmation school.26 Eventually, 
services became bilingual instead of completely in English, as some native Finnish speakers 
believed “living Christianity would die out when the Finnish language was gone.”27 As such, it 
seems both Swedish and Finnish immigrants had a hard time letting go of their native language, 
using churches to initially safeguard their homeland’s culture. Still, when faced with the decision 
of parishioners losing connection to their church or culture, the congregation and church leaders 
chose the preservation of their religion over language. 
 
 
Figure 3.5. Vacation Bible School at the Swedish Baptist Church. Photograph by 
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For some congregations, the evolution from European language to English took longer 
than others. Early Swedish Baptist congregations used Swedish as the primary language as “The 
native language is held in reverence hardly secondary to the Gospel.”28 In 1904, the first English-
speaking Sunday School was held, and in 1916 English services intermingled into the schedule. 
In 1926, the Swedish Baptist Church became the first church in the Cokato area to switch 
completely to English services.29 In the Akerlund’s photograph above it is apparent that the 
Swedish Baptist church in the mid 1920s used English to advertise for its Vacation Bible School 
for children (see figure 3.5). This photograph infers that the Baptist Church favored English 
when dealing with children’s’ programs in this era or when appealing to the parishioners and the 
public. By the 1940s, Swedish Baptist Church in Cokato lost its ethnic distinction in its title 
when its name changed to the First Baptist Church of Cokato, probably in 1945 when other 
Swedish Baptist churches in Minnesota revised names.30 This adaptation of ethnic identity, 
starting in the 1920s, in both the Baptist and Mission’s churches, points to a community and 
generational shift toward American culture and language. 
The Elim Mission Church’s first English service was held in 1927, marking the beginning 
of that church’s transition from immigrant to American culture.31 On a synod level, by 1929 the 
Swedish Evangelical Mission Covenant Church dropped Swedish and Mission from its title, and 
adopted English as its primary language.32 This gradual deviation from ethnic distinction reveals 
there are differences even in the needs and values of each generation in rural areas like Cokato.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28	  Swanson, “History of First Baptist Church,” 3.	  
29 Ibid., 3-4. 
30 Swanson, “History of First Baptist Church,” 4. Records are unclear when exactly this change took place.; 
Gillespie Lewis, Swedes In Minnesota, 51.; Figure 3.5. Vacation Bible School at the Swedish Baptist Church. 
Photograph by Gust Akerlund, mid 1920s. Akerlund Image Collection, Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. 
31 Elim Mission Church, The Fiftieth Anniversary, 9.  





Ethnic Diversity and Assimilation 
 
 
Americanization united distinct religious and ethnic identities, encouraging both to 
embrace American culture and the English language.33 Although on the surface Americanization 
guided Cokato toward a more homogeneous profile, Cokato’s residents still found themselves 
divided by class, ethnicity, and ethnic pride. Akerlund’s photographs reflect this, revealing a 
complex evolving community, a stark contrast from the isolated, uniform Americanized vision of 
a small rural village.34  
According to Akerlund’s collection, Cokato in the 1920s is both uniform and diverse. 
When scanning through his collection of 1920s portraits without knowing their context, one sees 
that the majority consists of people in American dress. Although few unidentified photographs 
can be linked to one particular ethnic group, the identified people in the collection carry 
distinctive ethnic last names. Others, like H. C. Bull, are recognizable and documented figures. 
These identified photographs confirm Swedes and Finns primarily comprised Cokato’s 
population from 1902-1950. However there are some photographs within Akerlund’s collection 
that stand out, due to distinction in dress or ethnicity.35  
During the 1920s, American-born descendants soon surpassed their predecessors. In 
Cokato, the American-born children of primarily Swedes, Norwegians, and Finns comprised the 
majority of the population. For example, many parents of Cokato High School’s class of 1924 
were as fluent in Swedish and English. Their children, on the other hand, were becoming more 
familiar with English. Of the thirty-one classmates, twenty-eight were of Swedish, Finnish, and 
Norwegian decent, and the final three were mainly German. In addition, of the thirty-one 
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classmates none were Catholic, the Finns, Swedes, and Norwegians being mostly Northern 
European Protestant.36  
 
 
Figure 3.6: Unidentified woman in Swedish 
dress. Photograph by Gust Akerlund, circa 1920. 
Akerlund Image Collection, Cokato Museum, 
Cokato, MN.  
 
Akerlund’s photograph of a woman in traditional Swedish dress is a minority in his 
collection, revealing that although most immigrants quickly adapted to American dress some 
resident’s continued to express ethnic pride through the 1920s (see figure 3.6). Frank B. Lamson, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  





Cokato Observer owner, recalls how as far back as 1889 “The Scandinavian ladies were 
discarding the beautiful lace, satin, and silk head dressings for modern American headgear.”37 
Absent from American fashions, this Swedish garb features a colorful apron, a distinct head 
covering with pompoms, and a heavily beaded or embroidered waist bag. Akerlund only has two 
other persons in traditional dress in his collection, and they are children. These two photographs 
date into the 1930s and 1940s, revealing that some Americanized Cokato residents still learned 
and were proud of the culture of their ancestors.38 In fact, some country schools, like Ojanpera 
school taught Swedish, Finnish, and English.39 It is unclear how long this continued into the 
1900s, but the overall lifespan of country schools like Ojanpera ranged from the 1880s through 
the 1970s.40  
 
The growth of transportation and industry in Cokato brought opportunity as well as 
diversity to the area.41 Akerlund’s photographs suggest a possibility of greater complexity and 
depth to Cokato’s ethnic make-up, for amongst a sea of Swedes, Finns, Norwegians, and their 
descendants are a few photographs featuring people of a different classification. The photographs 
of these individuals span from the 1920s-1940s. Although there is no evidence yet found to 
confirm their residency, the photographs still raise questions about uniformity, opening the 
possibility that the people of Cokato regularly witnessed visitors of other ethnicities.42 
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According to the following two photographs Cokato supported some diversity in regards 
to their working class individuals in the 1920s. Figure 3.7 shows a confident possibly black man 
in baggy casual clothing and work boots. Figure 3.8 features a family and woman in Akerlund’s 
collection of an unknown ethnicity. The seeming lack of other women, men, or families that 
match their ethnicity in Akerlund’s collection implies that the few minorities living in Cokato did 
not live in town long enough to raise a family. Like the clothing of the single man, the family’s 
clothing is also neatly pressed and washed but show wear, particularly in the man’s boots. The 
clothing’s style and condition imply that both the man (figure 3.7) and the family (figure 3.8) are 
working class. However, the family’s clothing is seemingly better than man’s clothing, 
displaying the varied dress among Cokato’s minorities in the 1920s.43  
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Figure 3.7. Unidentified man. Photograph by Gust Akerlund, circa 1920s. 




Figure 3.8. Unidentified family. Photograph by Gust Akerlund, circa 







These two photographs are also not the only ones in Akerlund’s collection that stand out. 
Unfortunately, all of these photographs are unidentified. In addition, there is no evidence that the 
man (figure 3.7) or the family (figure 3.8) in the photographs lived in Cokato, or what their exact 
ethnicity is. It is possible that the man or the family lived in Cokato after or before the census. 
They could also be migrant workers, as the canneries sometimes hired outside labor. They also 
could have chosen not to live in Cokato due to possible incidences of ethnic ignorance and 
cultures clashing.44 
From 1924-1925, the Ku Klux Klan activly sought support in Cokato, holding a rally in 
October 1924 at Brooks Lake. As recounted in his centennial history of Cokato, Carlton Lee, age 
seventeen at the time, witnessed hundreds of people attending the event, which began with a 
prayer followed by a speech about the superiority of the Nordic race and ended with a cross 
burning. The Klan scheduled another meeting in the village hall on January 1925, but the 
community showed little interest, suggesting that some residents chose not to support such 
beliefs. According to Carlton Lee, the Klan was not supported by civic and religious leaders in 
Cokato, Evangelical Lutheran pastor Reverand John Wagner, for example, heavily critisized the 
Klan (Wagner pictured in figure 3.2).45  
The late 1920s was an important time for Akerlund.  He waited later than most to start a 
family. In 1927, when he was fifty-five years old, Akerlund married Esther Hanson of Dassel in 
Iron Mountain, Michigan.46 Esther, born and raised in Dassel, was the daughter of Swede 
Edward Hanson, a friend of Akerlund’s. She was also thirty years younger than Akerlund, and as 
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a result, they married out of town to avoid gossip.47 Esther helped Akerlund with his 
photography business, using her artistic skills to help hand tint photographs.48 In 1927, Akerlund 
was unable to purchase a home in Cokato, for some unknown reason, so Esther stayed in Dassel 
with her folks and Akerlund drove to be with her.49 This situation was not permanent, as 
Akerlund had further plans for his studio and family. In May of 1935, the adjoining apartment 
was added to the studio structure, and became home to Akerlund, his wife, and their soon-to-be 
son.50 The cozy apartment had enough room for a kitchen, bathroom, bedroom, and living room, 
with a pull-out couch that served later as their son Ted’s bed. In June 23, 1935, Edward (Ted) T. 
Akerlund was born in the middle of the Depression, a hard economic time that affected the entire 
nation (see figure 3.9).51  
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Figure 3.9. Family self-portrait of Gust, Ted, and 
Ester Akerlund. Photograph by Gust Akerlund, 
circa early 1940s. Akerlund Image Collection, 
Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. 
 
After the 1929 stock market crash the American economy tanked and the depression cut 
deep. According to historian Annette Atkins in Creating Minnesota: a History from the Inside 
Out, by 1931, over 60,000 Minnesotans had lost their jobs.52 Thousands of young, unemployed 
men came through Cokato by rail, one-hundred alone one day in July 1933.53 Some wanderers 
ended up at Cokato’s jail, which became known as the Hoover Hotel, after Herbert Hoover, the 
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president of the United States during the onset of the Great Depression.54 Many of the American 
people blamed Hoover for the harsh economic fallout and did not agree with his methods on how 
to reverse the economy.55 As a result some of America’s tented towns during the 1930s became 
known as Hoovervilles.56 For farmers in central Minnesota, 1934 was the worst year, as a heavy 
drought caused feed and hay to become scarce and crops to wither.57 Still, agriculturally based 
communities in Minnesota, like Cokato, tended to fair better than the cities, as some farmers at 
least were able to feed themselves with their own crops and stock.58  
Although Cokato’s economy dropped during the depression, its population remained 
fairly consistent (see table 3.1).59 The photograph below (figure 3.10) captures both the 
economic struggle and ethnic majority of Cokato. The economic despair of the family and the era 
is revealed through the frozen illustration of the barefoot children wearing ripped, worn and 
threadbare clothing.60 In contrast, figure 3.10, reveals the working, middle, and upper classes in 
Cokato as shown by the clothing and comparing the occupations of Elmer Dokken, Reuben 






	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
54 Lee and Staff of the Cokato Museum, Cokato's First Century, 56.	  
55 Atkins, Creating Minnesota, 175. 
56 Ibid.	  
57 Lee and Staff of the Cokato Museum, Cokato's First Century, 56. 
58	  Atkins, Creating Minnesota, 172.	  
59	  Table 3.1. Cokato population, 1870-1950, chart is compiled by and courtesy of the Cokato Museum.	  
60	  The split negative is a common occurrence in Akerlund’s negative collection, and was done to optimize the use of 
a single narrative, which was thrifty during the Depression years. However, my interview with Mike Worcester 
revealed that Akerlund was frugal throughout his lifetime.	  
61	  Figure 3.10. Unidentified children. Photograph by Gust Akerlund, circa 1930s. Akerlund Image Collection, 
Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN.; Figure 3.11. Cokato Co-op featuring Elmer Dokken, Reuben Nelson, Harry 
Rutherford, Elmer Morris, and A.W. Nelson. Photograph by Gust Akerlund, 1935. Akerlund Image Collection, 






Table 3.1. Cokato population, 1870-1950. 
COKATO POPULATION GROWTH & CHANGE 
YEAR POPULATION NUMBER CHANGE PERCENTAGE CHANGE 
1870 452 (Settlement & Township)  
1880 274   
1890 363 89  32.5% 
1900 684 321  88.4% 
1910 718 34  5.0% 
1920 1014 296  41.2% 
1930 1125 111  10.9% 
1940 1175 50  4.4% 
1950 1403 228  19.4% 




Figure 3.10. Unidentified children. Photograph by Gust Akerlund, circa 1930s. Akerlund Image 








Figure 3.11. Cokato Co-op featuring Elmer 
Dokken, Reuben Nelson, Harry Rutherford, Elmer 
Morris, and A.W. Nelson. Photograph by Gust 
Akerlund, 1935. Akerlund Image Collection, 
Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. 
 
 
Although Cokato was on route to becoming Americanized, Akerlund’s photographs 
reveal that social and economic standing is one method of classifying residents as different from 
one another (see figure 3.10 and 3.11). As shown by Nelson, Dokken, Rutherford, and Morris, 
Cokato’s recently American-born generation took over parts of Cokato’s business sector by the 
1930s, transitioning Cokato towards a more general American culture (see figure 3.11). 
According to his obituary in the Cokato Enterprise, Nelson, born in French Lake Township, 





Council for twelve years, and owned a variety store.62 He most likely worked at the Farmers 
store at the time of this photograph. Elmer Dokken, also born in French Lake Township, 
operated the Cokato Funeral Home and served as the Vice President at the First National Bank.63 
Harry Rutherford, born in Dassel, managed the Cokato Co-operative Creamery Association.64 
Elmer Morris, born in French Lake Township, farmed and drove trucks while living in 
Stockholm.65 He also served on the creamery and township board of Stockholm.66 Unfortunately, 
Reuben Nelson’s history is unknown.  
Akerlund’s image shows possible economic experiences during the Great Depression in 
Cokato through personal dress. Although the men in figure 3.11 are identified it is unclear in the 
index which man is which. The uniforms and clothing of these men helps to theorize where these 
men may stand on the business ladder. The two men in worn but tidy overalls and most likely 
company hats identify as blue-collar workers. In contrast, the man in shirt and pants seems a 
manager a step above the other two. The man in the double-breasted suit looks even more 
important than the other three and probably a member of the upper-middle class. He, however, is 
a sharp contrast to the man in the dress suit and pipe whose quality of thread suggests he is a 
member Cokato’s upper-crust. Class is even implied by the man sitting while the others stand 
behind him, suggesting that he is set a part from them. However, the different men posing 
together allude to the theory that although there might be class distinctions in Cokato there was 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
62 "Rites Held for A. W. Nelson," Cokato Enterprise, May 1951, 1951: 1. 
63 "Elmer T. Dokken dies, 74 years," Cokato Enterprise, December 3, 1970: 1. 
64 "Services today for Rutherford," Cokato Enterprise, September 3, 1970: 1. 
65 "Elmer J. Morris Dies, 68 years," Cokato Enterprise, April 12, 1962: 1. 
66	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1930s. Akerlund Image Collection, Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN.; Figure 3.11. Cokato Co-op featuring Elmer 
Dokken, Reuben Nelson, Harry Rutherford, Elmer Morris, and A.W. Nelson. Photograph by Gust Akerlund, 1935. 





not, necessarily class division or tension. Still, there is a drastic difference in dress and possibly 
class between these men (see figure 3.11) and the three children (see figure 3.10).67  
As shown in both photographs (figure 3.11 and 3.10), the barefoot children’s clothing is 
ripped and tread-bare, while even the men in overalls have clean, unmarred clothing and are 
wearing shoes. It is feasible that the children were in their play clothes and not their best, yet 
their attire is such a stark contrast to the rest of the children in Akerlund’s collection, that the 
photograph could be evidence of rural poverty. Although the two photographs reveal probable 
social gaps, both the men and the three children are two of thousands of photographs of 
individuals and families of different decades and classes in Akerlund’s collection.68  
As the depression drew to a close, the 1940s emerged with the third generation of 
descendants of Cokato’s original immigrants. As younger generations grew accustomed to 
American culture and language, many were not familiar with their ancestral language and 
accents. For example, current Cokato Museum director Mike Worcester heard stories from 
multiple people who had their photographs taken by Akerlund, who spoke with a thick Swedish 
accent. According to the story, parents often had to translate for their children what Akerlund 
was saying. To a generation unfamiliar with the Swedish language, Akerlund saying  “Show 
your teeth” sounded a lot like “Sooww yowr teet.” 69 As a result, there was sometimes a need for 
translation.  
The statistics of Akerlund’s collection question complete racial uniformity on the streets 
of Cokato through the 1940s. The photograph below is another later example of a man, possibly 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
67	  Figure 3.10. Unidentified children. Photograph by Gust Akerlund, circa 1930s. Akerlund Image Collection, 
Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN.; Figure 3.11. Cokato Co-op featuring Elmer Dokken, Reuben Nelson, Harry 
Rutherford, Elmer Morris, and A.W. Nelson. Photograph by Gust Akerlund, 1935. Akerlund Image Collection, 
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68	  Gust Akerlund, Akerlund Image Collection, 1902-1950, Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN.	  
69 Mike Worcester, interview by Johanna Ellison, January 21, 2017, interview notes, Cokato Museum Archives, 





Mexican, individual wearing a Cokato High School sweatshirt (figure 3.12). The date of the 
photograph is unknown, but the Cokato Museum’s best guess is late 1930s early 1940s. This 
estimation is based on the negative being an acetate or nitrate, which Akerlund primarily used 
around that time. The man is probably a migrant worker or lived in Cokato for a short period. 
The Cokato yearbooks do not show his photograph so it is unclear if he attended Cokato High 
School. It is possible he wanted to wear the sweatshirt to show where he traveled.70  
 
 
Figure 3.12. Unidentified man. Photograph by 
Gust Akerlund, circa1940. Akerlund Image 
Collection, Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. 
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Both of Cokato’s canning companies and local farmers hired extra laborers during 
canning and harvest. In 1942, over 125 workers of Mexican descent, and nearly forty Ojibwe 
from the Red Lake reservations worked at the canneries.71 After the war, the canneries employed 
160 Puerto Ricans and fifty Bahamians.72 One quote from the September 3, 1942 Cokato 
Enterprise is very telling of the lack of diversity in Cokato and some residents’ cultural 
ignornance. The quote reads, “Although Mexicans and Indians both have blood of Native 
Americans, they are easily distinguished. The Indians are taller than the Mexicans, and their 
features resemble the real North American Indian we have learned to know from pictures and 
photographs.”73 The Cokato Enterprise article referring to “pictures and photographs” as the 
only previous representaton of Native Americans reveals that Cokato was not familiar with these 
ethnicities, and most people in the community learned about diversity from newspapers or 
photographs.74 
Through Akerlund’s photographs and written sources it is apparent that ethnicity and 
religion in Cokato and its township is more complex than the Americanized homogenous version 
of a rural community and the generalization of Cokato as northern European and Protestant. 
Furthermore, these sources emphasize the different religious traditions and beliefs within the 
community and the importance of theological markers in individual lives. Although Cokato 
generally follows patterns of an immigrant influenced community and its eventual assimilation to 
American culture, Cokato’s individuals, like Akerlund, and community choices helped make the 
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72 Salmela, The Cokato Canneries, 1904-1978, 87. 














Conflict in Harmony: Cokato’s Perspectives on the National Wet or Dry Debate 
 
 
According to American heritage, harmony epitomizes the society of a small rural 
community…or does it? This flowery utopian depiction of a small village is tarnished by 
Cokato’s turbulent fight over booze, a controversy that both divided and united people of 
different ethnic, social, and religious backgrounds. This battle brewed from the 1860s until 2006, 
when a vote to issue liquor licenses passed 648 to 485--an issue so passionate that it tallied fifty-
nine more votes than the mayor’s race.1 This vote marked the end of Cokato’s nearly ninety-
seven year “dry” spell, dating back to 1909.2 This extensive stretch in temperance made Cokato, 
in the 1990s, only one of roughly sixty “dry” communities in Minnesota.3 However, this long 
practice in Temperance did not mean there was consensus within the community. Cokato’s 
crusade with alcohol spanned long before and after the “dry” votes gained support of the 
majority.  
Akerlund’s photographs capture multiple layers of the temperance movement in Cokato. 
His photographs provide a powerful illustration of this dispute, captivating not only the “wet” 
(pro-liquor) and “dry” (anti-liquor) supporters, but their devious tactics as well. As shown in the 
previous chapters, Akerlund’s photographs represent the body of Cokato’s ethnic, class, and 
religious groups present during his long career, groups whose culture and beliefs are found at the 
root of Cokato’s dispute with alcohol. In some cases, his photographs are the only visual 
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2 Miller, “A History of Liquor in Cokato,” 1. 





representations of “wet” and “dry” factions, revealing Cokato’s evolution with alcohol from 
early 1909 through the 1930s.4 
 
Pioneers And Liquor 
 
 
The war against alcohol impacted the entire nation, joining and separating different 
ethnicities, classes, and religions. Almost since America’s inception, heavy drinking and 
carousing was commonplace. The sale of liquor and beer increased with the influx of Germans, 
Bohemians, Irish, Scandinavians, Slavs and other immigrant groups who promoted the growth of 
saloons. From 1870 to 1900, the number of saloons in the nation spiked by 200,000. By the start 
of the twentieth century, a person in pre-prohibition America drank on average of 2.6 gallons of 
pure alcohol a year--a figure that dropped by more than seventy percent once Prohibition’s 
eighteenth amendment took hold. As the number of saloons grew in the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, so did the legions of those opposed to them, forming nationally-recognized 
organizations based on gender, race, and religion.5 As different ethnicities, social classes, and 
religions either united or battled against each other over alcohol, each state and community 
brought its own unique spin to the debate.  
The battle against liquor in Minnesota predates the formation of Mooers Prairie and the 
state itself. Historian and author Theodore Christenson traces its origin to “a wave of moral 
reform” in America during the 1840s.6 In 1848, the first temperance society in St. Paul formed, 
followed a year later by the Sons of Temperance, a nationally affiliated anti-saloon league.7 On 
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July 25, 1855, Minnesota Territory’s Republican Party organized under a platform that included 
the call for temperance.8 In the 1860s, frontier life in Cokato was rugged, wild, and filled with 
immorality and drunkenness. Of these transgressions, the Cokato Swedish Evangelical Lutheran 
Church believed “The worst besetting sin of this community at the time [1860-1875] was 
drunkeness.”9 After 1869, the railroad encouraged the popluation to grow, forming a community 
that wished to maintain law and order.  
Local Option, an 1870 amendment to the state statute governing liquor, brought on the 
tumultuous debate over the liquor vote. This statute enabled legal voters of the district to raise 
the issue of liquor licensing in Cokato and get it on the March ballot once ten people signed a 
petition.10 If the majority voted in favor of liquor, Cokato’s City Council could administer or 
deny liquor licenses to those in the village who applied for one. With so few signatures to obtain, 
the liquor issue led to a back and forth row between voters until Wright County voted dry in 
1915.11 
In November of 1878, the year of Cokato’s incorporation, battle lines formed between the 
wet and dry residents when, J. B. Runser received the first liquor license from the city council 
after paying $125. That same month, the wives of the Old-Stock American settlers created the 
first temperance society in Cokato. The following year and again in 1881, temperance got the 
upper-hand, as the council denied applications for liquor licenses; for Runser and other pioneer 
saloon owners, it became a battle from year to year to get a license approved. In 1882, the 
council changed its tune, providing liquor licenses to applicants, however, the council forbade 
five men from being served alcohol, dubbing them “habitual drunkards.” In time, license costs 
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jumped to $200 per year and the council restricted saloon hours from 5 a. m. to 11 p. m. As the 
years progressed, liquor license fees continued to increase, and by 1886, fees reached $500 per 
year.12 Saloon owners managed to pay the fee, though, so business must have been successful.  
Utopia is not how a dry voter would describe Cokato during the saloon years. Violence, 
inebriation, and loose morals resulting from the consumption of liquor caused many of Cokato’s 
citizens to disapprove of saloons and the men who frequented them. In a reflection of saloons in 
early Cokato, the Cokato Enterprise, states  
Those rough and ready early days were marked by many fierce rough and tumble fights 
in which blood and teeth flew, and in which limbs were broken. Many of these contests 
of strength took place in saloons of the village where pioneers imbibed liquor that incited 
already reckless spirits into emotion.13  
 
The Cokato Enterprise goes on to mention liquor encouraged tensions between the Old-Stock 
Americans, Swedes, and Finns, although it is not specific about the cause of this turmoil.14 
Former Justice of the Peace and temperance supporter C. M. Carlson remembered how monthly 
“Fair Days,” where liquor flowed a plenty, resulted in drunken roughhousing.15 Carlson also 
recalls “troublesome drunks, of cases of misspent wages, and of saddened homes.”16 Nearby 
towns noticed the crimes as well. In 1889, when Cokato and Howard Lake voted dry, the 
Howard Lake Herald newspaper congratulated Cokato on its efforts, stating, “It saves the town 
from the growing reputation of being a nursery of crime and rowdyism.”17 In light of these 
reports, one could argue that the temperance supporters sought to create in Cokato their own 
vision of an American community.  
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Various groups comprised frontrunners of the temperance movement in Cokato. The Old-
Stock American women of Cokato first led the charge against liquor.18 As more Swedish and 
Finnish immigrants settled in Cokato, the Anglo-Americans throughout Minnesota found many 
of the new immigrants supported the cause.  
Swedes and the Norwegians in Cokato, as well as in the Twin cities, related to the 
Yankee temperance groups and sought to battle alcohol. In Minneapolis, some Scandinavians 
answered the pleas of the established Yankees in order distinguish themselves from other 
immigrant groups such as the Germans, many of whom were pro-saloon.19 Across the state of 
Minnesota, ethnic-based organizations, such as the International Order of Good Templars and the 
Scandinavian Lutheran Temperance Society, formed to combat alcohol.20  
In Cokato, Swedes battled against liquor as well. A. P. Peterson, owner of the Peterson 
drug store, established himself as a “militant leader” in the temperance movement.21 An avid 
Republican, Peterson served in the legislature and as county commissioner.22 As a temperance 
leader, Peterson hosted meetings frequently in his business during the evenings, and worked 
closely with men such as Magnus Holmstrom, a staunch religious man, Frank B. Lamson, owner 
of the local newspaper, John Nygren, manager of the Farmers Cooperative elevator, and Axel 
Hammarsten, postmaster at Cokato.23  
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Cokato’s Finnish immigrants tied together temperance and ethnic identity in their 
establishment of Onnen Toivo (Hope of Happiness) Temperance Society, a branch of the state-
wide Minnesota Temperance Society.24 Twenty-one individuals founded Onnen Toivo in Cokato 
Township on August 2, 1896.25  John Ojanpera (whose father, Jacob is mentioned in chapter 2) 
became the first elected chairman.26 The society built Temperance Hall that same year on the 
intersection of County Roads 3 and 100, inspiring the crossroad’s nickname “Temperance 
Corner.”  The hall provided Finns with recreational alternatives to alcohol such as plays, 
socializing, and other programs. Members, almost all Finnish, joined when they gave an oath to 
abstain from alcohol.27 Ethnic based organizations, however, were not the only proponent for a 
“dry” Cokato. 
Opposition to liquor also united Cokato’s different Protestant denominations. By 1884, 
all of Cokato’s churches committed themselves to forming a more polished society, supporting 
morals that abhorred former frontier drunkenness.28 Throughout the state, Methodists, Baptists, 
members of the Swedish Mission Church and Finnish Apostolic Church, and Evangelical 
Lutherans condemned liquor.29 In 1898, Minnesota churches formed the Minnesota Anti-Saloon 
League (ASL), a temperance organization supported by multiple denominations.30 Congregations 
of Methodists, Baptists, and Evangelicals throughout the state supported this chapter.31 However, 
not all religions in the state practiced abstinence from alcohol. Catholics, for example, did not 
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mind liquor, as long as only small amounts were consumed.32 Reflecting religious influence on 
the decision of temperance throughout the nation, Cokato’s Protestant majority and its few 
Catholics partially influenced the town’s tendency to vote dry.  
Temperance advocates might have had high moral goals, but they were not above using 
questionable tactics to achieve an alcohol free community. Frank B. Lamson writes in his 
personal recollections how he and Reverend (Rev.) John A. Levine (see figure 4.1), of the 
Swedish Evangelical Lutheran Church, “rigged” the 1890 election by raising money so 
temperance farmers could hire wet sympathizers to work on voting day, preventing these “wets” 
from voting.33 This account also reveals class distinction within the pro-liquor and anti-liquor 
parties as the account alludes to a large portion of the “wet” voters as farm hands and the “dry” 
opposition as farmers, ministers, and businessmen. In time, efforts proved successful as Cokato 
voted dry from 1889-1895.34 
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Figure 4.1. Reverend John A. Levine and family. Photograph by Gust Akerlund, circa 
1903. Akerlund Image Collection, Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. 
 
 
Akerlund’s photograph provides a softer “family man” view of Rev. Levine than the 
political manipulation described by Lamson (see figure 4.1). His formal but casual pose and 
crossed legs makes him seem relaxed and personable. His entire family is impeccably dressed 
and properly modest. Aside from humanizing Rev. Levine, Akerlund’s photograph shows a 
potential motivation, other than faith, behind Rev. Levine’s push for temperance, namely, his 
family. Born in Sweden in 1847, Rev. Levine came to Cokato at the age of thirty-six and 
ministered at the Swedish Evangelical Lutheran Church from 1883-1904.35 Photograph aside; it 
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was not surprising that Rev. Levine participated in questionable anti-liquor activities. Rev. 
Levine considered saloons “hellish places” and did all he could to bring about their demise.36 
Vehemently opposed to frivolities such as drinking, dancing and card playing, Rev. Levine 
remained rigid in his beliefs and harshly blunt in his reprimand for illustrious behavior. 37 Church 
records are full of people he and the council warned, admonished, or erased from the records.38 






The temperance victory did not go unopposed. From 1896-1909, Cokato’s “wet” 
supporters battled back, and Cokato flip-flopped from “dry” to “wet” (see Table 4.1).39 For three 
years in a row, 1896-1898, pro-license forces squeezed out a victory before falling to the “drys” 
in 1899-1900.  The following year favored licenses and then 1902 went to the “drys.” The next 
two years, saloon owners gained the upper hand only to be defeated in 1905 to the “drys.” As 
shown by table 4.1, the “wets” managed to obtain the upper hand for the following four years 
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Table 4.1. Local Option Elections In Cokato 
 





The argument behind the pro-liquor stance remained regulation-centered. Saloons are 
controllable whereas illegal liquor operations, known as blind-pigs, “dispensed the ‘broth of hell’ 
to whom they pleased without regard to age, condition, or sex.”40 In addition, saloons brought 
financial gain, with license fees going into community coffers which then could be distributed 
towards the good of the village.41 By 1903, four saloons applied for liquor licenses. Ole 
Hendrickson, one saloon owner, opened his business in businessman Peter Stevenson’s building 
on Third Street. Emil Erickson situated his saloon on Broadway Avenue. Peter Calgren’s saloon 
was on Millard Street along with N. B. Johnson’s saloon.42  
Today, no one alive would be able to recall Cokato before it was dry. Akerlund’s 
photograph of Peter Calgren’s saloon is the only source that the Cokato Historical Society is 
aware of that reveals the interior of an early Cokato saloon (see figure 4.2). This photograph 
shows a clean and ordered saloon, festooned with Christmas decorations, and impeccably 
dressed bartenders. This level of sophistication is a break from the saloon’s more volatile 
portrayal by temperance sympathizers. By analyzing this photograph, one can determine not only 
what was offered at such an establishment, but also what customs and behaviors were allowed.  
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Figure 4.2. Peter Calgren’s saloon. Photograph by Gust Akerlund, 1905. Akerlund Image 
Collection, Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. 
 
 
Born in Sweden in 1864, Peter Calgren immigrated to the United States in 1879 with his 
parents, who first settled in Stockholm Township before moving to Cokato.43 In 1905, at the age 
of forty-one, Calgren owned this saloon on Millard Avenue. Given his age, Calgren is probably 
the man by the cigar cases on the right (figure 4.2). The previous year, he married Selma 
Walberg and they started their family.44 At this time, he attended services at the Cokato Swedish 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
43 United States Federal Census, Wright County, Cokato village, 1920.; "Calgren Service Held in Cokato," Cokato 
Enterprise, August 26, 1954: 5. 





Evangelical Lutheran Church.45 The Swedish-based congregation to which he belonged opposed 
the use of intoxicating liquors, even crediting itself, in its seventy-fifth anniversary book, to 
“guiding” the community towards temperance and morality.46 Calgren’s stance on alcohol, given 
his ethnic and religious background, questions the perception of a unified community and reveals 
individual diversity within churches and other institutions.  
Calgren probably got the photograph taken for his personal record, for a political reason, 
or possibly as a way to show his relatives in Sweden what his business looked like. By taking the 
photograph Akerlund reveals he was most likely not, or not completely, anti-saloon (if he was 
strictly against liquor, he would have refused to take the photograph). One of the men in the 
photograph is Calgren himself. The Museum’s best guess is that it was taken in 1905. Until the 
“dry” vote, saloons, such as the one above, were prevalent in small towns. Cokato, from 1906-
1907, still had four saloons; a couple had several owners from previous years, inferring quick 
turnover for Cokato’s saloon owners.47  The four owners in 1906-1907 included Pete Calgren, 
Oscar Gustafson, Charles Krienenberg, and Jerome Pankake.48 It is possible that the former 
saloon owners either could not take the pressure from the temperance movement or were unable 
to obtain a liquor license due to past infractions.49  
Nationally there existed multiple variations of what a saloon looked like; Akerlund’s 
photograph of Calgren’s saloon provides a local representation of such an establishment.50 
Calgren’s saloon is well kept, the condition implying he took pride in his business (see figure 
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Cokato, MN. 
48 Ibid. 
49 Figure 4.2. Peter Calgren’s saloon. Photograph by Gust Akerlund, 1905. Akerlund Image Collection, Cokato 
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4.2). Liquor advertising in the bar is for Humbolt Rye, product of R Bowlin Liquor Company, 
and Nonpareil Rye. Other liquor brands that line the shelf are Humbolt Whiskey, and Minerva 
White Port. There are many different glasses lined up for display, and they are also highlighted 
by the mirror and Christmas decorations behind. The center of the display features a cash 
register, flanked by two dancing women statues. Three beer taps are visible as well, revealing 
that not just hard liquor was served.51  
The interior of Calgren’s saloon was very masculine, implying that women were not 
often found in such an establishment. In fact, many women thought it was their moral 
responsibility to oppose drinking and smoking.52 As a result, Calgren’s saloon caters to men, the 
photograph showing that men could buy and smoke cigars in the saloon, including Nels Nelson 
and Corona cigars (figure 4.2). The barkeep, probably Calgren, has two cigars in his breast 
pocket, presumably for customers. Chewing tobacco was also allowed indoors. Conveniently, 
there is a spittoon on the floor to catch the tobacco chew the men spat out--that is if they aimed 
well. The job to clean that jug or the floor around it was probably not coveted by the employees. 
This photograph and Calgren himself reveal that Cokato and its people did not always behave in 
a unified manner. Akerlund’s own personal experience adds to this point. 
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Figure 4.3. Akerlund Studio foundation restoration. 
Photograph by Mike Worcester, April 2008. Cokato 
Museum Collection, Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. 
 
 
Figure 4.3 illustrates how important Akerlund, like others in Cokato, thought it was to 
keep a “dry” image even when they drank. As revealed in a recent building upgrade, Akerlund 





2008, workers found old beer bottles in a wall of the basement (see figure 4.3).53 Apparently 
Akerlund snuck down the basement over the years, had a nip, then hid his empty liquor bottles in 
the wall. However, this could also be Akerlund’s way of hiding an occasional drink from his 
wife, who [religiously] attended the temperance supporting Elim Swedish Mission Church.54 
These different stances between Esther and Gust Akerlund reveal that even in families division is 
found. As a whole, however, drinking in public or at saloons was socially taboo for many people 
in Cokato. From 1910 on, Cokato’s residents voted dry every year until Wright County took it 
off the ballot when the county became dry in 1915.55 The mentality to keep the town dry 
remained the majority way of thinking for years after prohibition ended. As a result, pro-saloon 
supporters tried to help their cause in other ways. Some methods did not work effectively. 
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Figure 4.4. Peter Stevenson and his wife sitting on a bench in front of their home with three 
unidentified persons in chairs. Photograph by Gust Akerlund, date unknown. Akerlund Image 
Collection, Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. 
 
 
Akerlund’s photograph of “wet” supporter Peter Stevenson reveals a distinguished, 
family orientated side to a person who committed an unlawful act in the battle over liquor (figure 
4.4). Before the 1912 election, scandal hit Cokato when it was discovered that election judge 
Peter Stevenson modified ballots in favor of the “wets.”56 Stevenson owned a large building that 
housed offices, the Masonic Hall, and Stevenson’s hall.57 He, as previously mentioned, also 
owned property rented by saloon owners, explaining Stevenson’s interest in the allowance of 
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liquor licenses.58 He was promptly removed from the election board.59 In the Akerlund 
photograph, Stevenson is sitting on the bench in front of his home with his wife (see figure 4.4). 
The size and grandeur characteristics of the house as well as the caliber of clothing Stevenson 
and his wife are wearing indicate that he was a member of the upper class of Cokato. As 
Stevenson’s history shows, not all of Cokato’s affluent residents agreed with temperance, 
especially, it seems, if they had a direct business interest. Like the “wets” in 1912, the “dry’s” 
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Figure 4.5. Cokato school children in front of City Hall with sashes saying “Vote Dry for Me.” Photograph by Gust 











Figure 4.5. Cokato school children in front of City Hall with sashes saying “Vote Dry for Me.” 




This photograph is a visual documentation of a tactic used by “dry” supporters (see figure 
4.5). This particular event is described in the March 14, 1912, Cokato Enterprise. As the paper 
did not print photos, this Akerlund photograph is the only visual recording of the demonstration 
on the day of the primary for the liquor license vote. The school superintendent, an anti-liquor 





around their shoulders reading “Vote Dry for Me.”61According to the article, the school children 
marched out there twice: once in the morning and later in the afternoon.62 The protest worked; 
the results were two to one--Cokato remained dry. In the photograph, it looks like the children 
are reading or singing from a sheet of paper. One adult appears to be conducting or instructing in 
front of the students. Two drummers flank the outer left side of the crowd of children, but don’t 
seem to be playing at the moment. The children are carrying American flags and a Temperance 
flag.63  
The March day appears to be cold and wet. Everyone is wearing a coat; some wear fur 
coats, hats, and mittens. Men can be seen coming in and out of City Hall where they voted or are 
going to vote. To get to the building, they have to pass by the children, most likely the effect the 
superintendent hoped to achieve. Overall, the people avoid looking at the spectacle, but some 
people in the background seem to be intrigued.  
The children at city hall are a powerful sight, one that impacted Akerlund so much that he 
climbed to the top of a roof to get the shot, since it is taken from an elevated position. The 
photograph of the protest and the story and photograph of Stevenson are a profound statement of 
how vehemently some people in Cokato felt about their own separate causes. Akerlund’s 
photographs of Calgren’s saloon and the school children provide insight into a part of Cokato’s 
history that outsiders and many of Cokato’s younger residents could not imagine without seeing 
the images for themselves.64  
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In 1915, Wright County voted dry by 400 votes. Its neighbor, Meeker County, also did, 
with anti-liquor groups winning by only eighteen votes. Cokato village voted dry 153 to 19, and 
its township voted dry 197 to 25. In contrast, Howard Lake, Cokato’s neighbor approximately 
six miles to the east, voted dry 82 to 68.65 Howard’s Lake’s closer vote is not surprising, given 
that its population housed more liquor supporters than Cokato. In fact, from 1900 to 1915, 
Howard Lake’s temperance journey varies drastically from Cokato’s (see tables 4.1 and 4.2).  
 
 
Table 4.2 Howard Lake’s Local Option Wet or 
Dry Voting Outcome, 1900-1915. 
HOWARD LAKE WET OR DRY VOTE 
YEAR WET DRY 
1900 76 75 
1901 78 70 
1902 78 69 
1903 28 majority  
1904 86 62 
1905 no vote 
1906 73 80 
1907 85 19 
1908 no vote 
1909 85 46 
1910 97 40 
1911 no vote 
1912 86 60 
1913 63 72 
1914 12 majority  
1915 68 82 
   
Source: Data compiled by Johanna Ellison from 




	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  





Howard Lake’s voting history on alcohol is quite distinct from Cokato’s due to different 
ethnic and religious bases within their communities (see tables 4.1 and 4.2).66 In 1900, Howard 
Lake’s population was 736 to Cokato’s 684, revealing fairly similar populations. Compared to 
Cokato’s Old-Stock American, Swedish, Norwegian, and Finnish roots Howard Lake was 6.8% 
German, 3% Irish, 1.6% English, and 1.3% Swedish along with a sprinkling of people from 
Canada, Denmark, France, Norway, Australia, Poland, and Scotland. In addition, Howard Lake’s 
84.6% Old-Stock American-born came largely from other parts of the United States like 
Kentucky, Pennsylvania, Illinois, and New York.67 As previously mentioned, Germans tended to 
vote “wet” and Kentucky, in particular, was a state with a large group of “wet” supporters, which 
might partially explain why Howard Lake voted “wet” more frequently than Cokato.68 The 
majority of Cokato’s Americans were Minnesota born—the children of largely conservative 
Swedish, Norwegian or Finnish parents.69 Aside from ethnicity, Howard Lake’s German 
Lutheran, Presbyterian, Christian, and Methodist congregations differed slightly from Cokato’s 
main religious groups.70 The county vote took Local Option off the table in Wright County, and 
with the 18th amendment ratified in 1920, prohibition covered the entire nation.  
After prohibition ended in 1933, Howard Lake, Darwin, and Dassel became the places to 
go to get a drink.71 Even in other towns, Cokato residents tried not to be spotted going into the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
66 Table 4.2 Howard Lake’s Local Option Wet or Dry Voting Outcome, 1900-1915.; Table 4.1 Local Options 
Elections In Cokato. Paper in Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. 
Data compiled by Johanna Ellison from Howard Lake Herald articles from March 1900-1915.	  
67 United States Federal Census, Minnesota, Wright County, Howard Lake Village, 1900.; Minnesota State 
Government, 1905 State Census, Wright County, Cokato.; See Table 3.1 for Cokato’s 1900 population. 
68 Okrent, Last Call, 60-61. 
69 Minnesota State Government, 1905 State Census, Wright County, Cokato. 
70 Curtis-Wedge, History of Wright County Minnesota, Vol. 2, 813. 
71 Mike Worcester, interview by Johanna Ellison, January 21, 2017, interview notes, Cokato Museum Archives, 





bar or liquor store.72 Home basement bars became popular in town.73 In 1933, the sale of 3.2 
percent beer became legal in Minnesota.74 Some “drys” in Cokato protested, including Cokato 
Evangelical Lutheran Church Pastor Dr. Paul H. Andreen, who stated “the return to liquor would 
result in a reduced consumption of dairy products.”75 In addition, Dr. Andreen condemned the 
consumption of liquor, as “the pages of history are filled with horrible examples of the killing 
effects of liquor…”76 The photograph below represents this era with alcohol with an interior shot 
of the Cokato Bakery (see figure 4.6). In the background of the photograph, stacks of Hamms 
Beer, likely 3.2 percent, line the back counter. The photograph shows that even though public 
drinking was thought to be taboo in Cokato, there were still people in town who were not afraid 
to drink in public. Akerlund certainly was not concerned about taking photographs of 
establishments selling alcohol. 
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Figure 4.6. Cokato Bakery interior with C. D. Alstad, Mrs. Alstad, and Earl Nelson. 




From the 1930s to 2006, the struggle between “dry” and “wet” continued, although the 
role of women in the cause had altered somewhat. The Women’s Christian Temperance Union 
established a chapter in Cokato in the 1930s and the women in the organization retained a strong 
stance against liquor.77 Not all women in the community felt this way. Akerlund’s photograph 
featuring women standing next to beer in the Cokato Bakery reveals that not all women by the 
1930s were opposed to alcohol, or minded it in establishments, insinuating they saw the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  





economic benefit of alcohol sales (figure 4.6). The photograph also nods to the changing 
perception and acceptance of society on the notion of women and drinking.78  
Pastors of the local churches remained diligent in their fight against liquor. In a 1964 
advertisement, pastors A. A. Blomquist, Elwin A. Clifton, Sigfrid V. Hanson, and Russel A. 
Peterson of the city of Cokato and pastors living outside of the city limits, G.E. Burton, Carl 
Nicholson, Ernest V. Olson, and Richard Swedburg, all condemned the sale of liquor and 
encouraged people to vote “dry.”79 However, this mentality was contended by slowly growing 
numbers of those who spoke out in favor of liquor, citing the potential for new businesses in 
town, and arguing that liquor profits were going to other communities as the result of the “dry” 
votes.80 Voting on liquor continued to be discussed, culminating in the 2006 election, marking 
the end of Cokato’s contention with liquor. Today, there are two private off-sale liquor stores 
and two restaurants that serve liquor in town.  
 The conflict in Akerlund’s era between wet and dry factions reveals the different pulls each 
person uniquely felt towards religion, business, social status, and ethnicity.  The complexity of 
the topic revolves around the intricacy of the individuals and their conflicting visions of what 
Cokato should be. In general, temperance united Cokato’s different churches but divided its 
business community, drawing a line between Cokato’s “wet” and “dry” factions. Akerlund’s 
photographs within all of the chapters reveal a “modern” village with a layered and often 
conflicting social, ideological, and ethnic dynamic.  
 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
78 Figure 4.6. Cokato Bakery interior with C. D. Alstad, Mrs. Alstad, and Earl Nelson. Photograph by Gust 
Akerlund, circa 1938. Akerlund Image Collection, Cokato Museum, Cokato, MN. 
79 Pastors of Cokato, “To the People of Cokato,” Cokato Enterprise, December 3, 1964, 1. 
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As a public historian, it is important to acknowledge and analyze both the historical 
record and public perception of a place, to critically assess and move beyond nostalgia. A micro-
history using Akerlund’s photographs of Cokato, an early twentieth century rural village, further 
questions popular culture’s image of rural communities as isolated, homogeneous, and unified. 
By using a only a minute sample of Akerlund’s photographs alongside other historical works, 
this study is only small glimpse a more complex, conflicted, and connected place. This brief 
analysis is meant to inspire and invites others to examine Akerlund’s images for themselves and 
discover more perspectives of Cokato. 
Akerlund provides his view and a historical record of Cokato through his comprehensive 
negative collection, studio, and life story. His work complements written documentation of 
Cokato from 1902-1950, revealing diversity within Cokato’s seemingly homogenous exterior. 
Akerlund and other sources reveal that Cokato’s sense of ethnic identity was defined by the 
residents’ primarily Swedish, American, Finnish, and Norwegian heritage. However, as 
Akerlund’s images show these distinctions faded in time as American assimilation grew. 
Akerlund also reveals residents’ religions, revealing that among its large and consistent 
Protestant population were individuals of different beliefs. The rise of modern technology 
transportation, and communication further connected Cokato to the world. As outside influences 
infiltrated the community, ethnic lines blurred. Meanwhile, other social divisions, such as 
religion and ethnicity, continued to separate and unite community members in controversies like 
the battle over alcohol. Generally, Cokato’s history reveals that small rural communities also 





As revealed in the “wet” and “dry” controversy, direct business interests with saloons 
outweighed the ethnic and religious bonds for some, while religion and the economic affluence 
of non-saloon associated businessmen and women pulled others in the opposite direction. As 
“dry” ideology became the majority, the need for social acceptance caused many members of the 
community to hide their opinion and use of alcohol. Overall, the liquor controversy and evolving 
ethnic and religious identity, as shown by Akerlund’s photographs, reveal a community of 




























Although aspects of Cokato’s immigrant culture were lost on subsequent generations, 
some residents deemed preserving their history and heritage to be important. Two years after the 
H. C. Bull Library unlocked its doors in 1927, it became home to the new Cokato Museum.81 
Another historical organization began on November 28, 1939, when the Cokato Finnish-
American Historical Society formed and created home base at Temperance Corner, a location 
about three miles north of the city of Cokato.82 This organization continues to preserve and teach 
Finnish-American history today. 
Akerlund’s passing on January 21, 1954, marked the end of an era.83 He documented 
Cokato’s history and people with his lens for almost fifty years. Upon Akerlund’s death, his 
widow, Esther, and, for a time, their son, Ted, lived in the apartment attached to the studio.84 
Esther choosing to remain in her home is the main reason Akerlund’s studio, equipment, and 
furniture remained intact. Aside from moving some of Akerlund’s equipment around and using 
the waiting room as a gift shop, Esther left the contents of the studio alone. 
Even so, Akerlund’s studio did not remain inactive for long. From 1967-1985, local 
photographer Dwight Barnes rented Akerlund’s photography studio as a secondary location, 
capturing Cokato’s next generation.85 Barnes also did not alter the studio much, even using some 
of Akerlund’s props and chairs for his photographs.86 Unfortunately, to the best of the Cokato 
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Museum’s knowledge, none of Barnes’ negatives remain meaning almost two decades worth of 
Cokato’s historical documentation vanished.  
The historical significance of Akerlund’s studio is not lost to the people of Cokato or the 
Minnesota Historical Society. Minnesota State Historical Society’s Architectural Historian 
Charles W. Nelson and Research Historian Susan Zeik drafted the Akerlund Studio’s nomination 
form for the National Register of Historic Places while Esther still lived in the apartment.87 
Nelson’s application was approved on October 20, 1976 and the studio obtained National 
Register of Historic Places status.88 That same year, the people of Cokato moved the Cokato 
Museum’s collection to a new library/museum building near the school. This facility is still in 
use today and the Cokato Museum persists with its mission to preserve Cokato’s past. 
In December of 1984, Akerlund’s family also upheld Cokato’s history and its identity 
through the gift of Akerlund’s studio, collection, and documented life story to the Cokato 
Museum. Cokato’s Mayor Forrest Amundsen described the studio as “one-of-a-kind” in 
Minnesota. City Administrator Joel Dhein and Museum Director Irene Bender agreed the studio 
aids in conservation of Cokato’s past and heritage.89  
After Esther Akerlund died at the Cokato nursing home on August 24, 1985, over fifty 
volunteers worked thousands of hours to restore the studio to its former glory.90 In 1986, the 
grand opening of the restored studio took place. Over 360 people attended the event, including 
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Ted Akerlund, his wife, Kathy, and two of his three children. The ceremony honored Akerlund’s 
life and achievements.91  
The Cokato Museum’s ownership of the Akerlund studio was almost short lived. In June 
1992, a tornado ripped through downtown Cokato and damaged much in its wake. The studio 
building’s foundation was moved over three inches and parts of the roof were torn off. Irene 
Bender, museum director at the time, and volunteers quickly went to work drying and repairing 
the studio and its priceless artifacts.92 It was not until 2008 that the studio’s skewed foundation 
was replaced on the front portion of the structure.93  
Since the tornado, Akerlund’s studio appeared in the media for much more positive 
reasons. On March 17, 1996, the studio was profiled in the Minneapolis Star Tribune.94 The 
paper later did a special feature in which their photographer took photographs of over forty 
Cokato residents in the Akerlund Studio.95 In 1997, the Mpls/St. Paul Magazine used the studio 
for a spring fashion shoot for the March issue.96 In 2005, the studio was used for background 
film clips in the documentary North Star: Minnesota’s Black Pioneers.97 In 2016, Minnesota 
Public Radio broadcast a story about Akerlund and his studio that highlighted the quality of his 
work and historical documentation of the Cokato area.98  
Today Akerlund’s studio, life, and negative collection continue to preserve and teach the 
history of Cokato. The Cokato Museum staff is now seeking the possibility of establishing the 
studio as a National Historic Landmark, and is working on updating the studio’s National 
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Register nomination forms in order to better define the studio’s national significance. As one of 
very few, possibly only, remaining early twentieth century photography studio that includes the 
collection and equipment of the photographer, Akerlund’s studio is a rare look into the history of 
photography. Thanks to the care of his family, City of Cokato, staff of the Cokato Museum, the 
community, and hundreds of volunteers, the studio continues to document the history of the area 
even after Akerlund’s passing. The museum currently uses the studio to explain early 
photography and provide insight into Cokato’s history. The building can still be rented as a 
location for professional and amateur photographers.  
The history of Cokato and Akerlund constantly evolves as more evidence is discovered 
and fresh eyes analyze worn data. This thesis is a small start to the public history process—an 
invitation to people to visit the museum and add to this story of a community. Hopefully, in the 
process, individuals will come to better understand the past and how it impacts the present and 
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